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POWERUP 


REWARDS 


GO PRO GET MORE 


MOREPOINTS MORESAVINGS MOREEXCLUSIVES 


As a PowerUp Rewards Pro member, you'll receive a monthly issue of Game 
Informer magazine delivered directly to you, a minimum of $50 in exclusive 
offers and have the power to GAME THE WAY YOU WANT! Stop by your local 
GameStop location to become a PowerUp Rewards Pro member today. 


Get all these great benefits and more as a PowerUp Rewards Pro member. 
All for just $14.99 a year! 


© 550 in exclusive offers every month 

O 10% more points on nearly every dollar spent 

O 10% extra credit on games and accessories 

© 10% off pre-owned games and accessories 

© Buy 2 Get | Free offer on pre-owned games (worth up to $55) 
O Get | ሪ issues of Game Informer magazine! 


Check out January's Exclusive Offers. => 


JANUARY'S PRO MEMBER 
EXCLUSIVE OFFERS 


PowerUp Rewards Pro members can access these coupons in tne all new GameStop App or 


oy logging into PowerUpRewards.com. 
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Prismatic Wireless Headset 


Ofer vold 1/8/2015 1731/2015. While supplies los 
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modify or suspenc offers for ony reason without notice. See 
sales assocote for comole’e detoils Void where prohibited 
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22422... 


Offer vaid 1/1/15 through 1/31/15. Color ond selection of all terns may vory by store. While 
supplies lost Customer may oe responsible for sales fox. No dealers. GamesStoo, Inc. reserves 
the rignt to cancel. terminate, modify or suspend the offer for any reason without notice. See 
store assocale for coloris. Offer Good in Ihe Uniled Sla'es, Puerto Rico, and Guam only. Void 
where prohibited. iPhone. Pao, and Pod® (including images thersof) ore regslered 
trodernarks of Apple inc. Garnesop is not affiliated with or endorsed by Apple Inc. 


$20 
EXIRA 


CREDIT 


when you sell us your Wil U 


Little Big Planet 3 
on PSA or PS3 


Offer valid 1/19/2015- 1/25/2015. Not void on pre-played 
gomes. Limit | per customer. Whie supolies last GameStop, 
nc. reserves tne right fo conocel 'erminote, modify or 
suspenc offers ‘or any reason without notice. See sales 
associate for complete details. Void where pronbited 
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ANDY McNAMARA 
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF 
andy@gameinformer.com 


Head my column or 
comment on this letter at 
gameinformer.com/mag or 
follow @GI_AndyMc 


This Time, 
It’s Personal 


he fight for the 2014 Game of the Year was 
| one of the most dreadful in years. We had 

no clear-cut winner. Last year, the battle 
between The Last of Us and Grand Theft Auto 
V was fierce, but regardless of which game won 
(it was The Last of Us), everyone here at Game 
Informer agreed that they were both amazing 
games that we could proudly stand behind. 

This year, every game in the running had its 
fair share of issues, concerns, and vocal detrac- 
tors here at the office. The Game of the Year 
candidates of 2014 were more personal than 
ever before, as the games themselves sang to 
particular tastes — and that passion inspired the 
devoted fans to overlook blemishes and defend 
their darlings. 

| (and a few others here at the office) adore 
Destiny. | realize it has design flaws, and that 
the story doesn't live up to the hype. Ultimately, 
those problems didn't stop me from falling in 
love with the game. l've poured an embarrass- 
ingly large of number of hours into it, and 
| show no signs of stopping. | believe the game 
will resonate not just this year, but for years 
to come. Personally, | think it's a Game of the 
Year contender. 

That said, | was seriously fearful of bringing 
it up in the discussions for that award (heck, 
even when we were deciding Best Shooter), 
because | knew the backlash would be loud 
and immovable. The disdain for Destiny among 
some editors in the office is so intense that it 
almost feels like a personal assault on my gamer 
credibility — that | would have the audacity to 
enjoy such a flawed experience. 

Others thought Shadow of Mordor was the 
easy win, but it too faced an uphill battle against 
those who found it unworthy. The Dark Souls | 
advocates just looked at everyone else like they 
were idiots for not immediately recognizing their 
game's brilliant superiority. Even our eventual 
winner, Dragon Age: Inquisition, was scrutinized 
for its array of bugs and other design issues. 

In the end, | think we made the right choice, 
even though it goes against my individual pick. 
This year, it was personal, but someone had 
to win. 

Enjoy the issue. 


Cheers, 


P.S. It was with a sad heart that | learned of 
the passing of Ralph Baer, who many credit 
as the "The Father of Video Games" due to 
his invention of the first home video game 
console. His life changed mine, and every 
gamer's, and for that we owe him a debt. 
Check out this month's Classic GI by video 
game historian Leonard Herman, as Baer's 
life should be celebrated by all. 
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Uncharted 4: A Thief's End 


Naughty Dog’s pulpy action saga continues with a new entry on the PS4. 
Nathan Drake is joined by his brother, Sam, along with cool new mechan- 
ics like a grappling hook to swing around Indiana Jones-style. Learn more 
exclusive details in our 14-page cover story. by Kimberley Wallace 
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4 Feedback 
Readers are eager to share 
their dissenting opinions 
about hot topics like 
Dragon Age: Inquisition, 
the annoyances of the 
digital age, and the con- 
cept of assigning scores 
to video games. 


8 Connect 

We dive into the essential 
elements that make up 
the best of the RPG crop, 
perform a postmortem 
on the sprawling lands 

of Far Cry 4, and learn 
the genesis of the Ace 
Attorney series’ copious 
pop culture references. 


76 Previews 
The Order: 1886 serves 
up a hot slice of gorgeous- 
looking gameplay, Until 
Dawn tailors scares for 
horror lovers, and Massive 
Chalice introduces the 
benefits and detriments 
of aging to the fantasy 
strategy genre. 


88 Reviews 
The rush of holiday releas- 
es is well behind us, but 
that doesn't mean there 
isn't anything to play. We 
have a double dose of 
Telltale reviews, covering 
episode one of Game of 
Thrones and Tales from the 
Borderlands, along with 
Resident Evil HD Remaster. 


100 Game Over 
Our Top 50 Games of the 
Year list is a lot to take in 
by itself, but we've gone 
even deeper by collect- 
ing and further analyzing 
the games' stats. Can you 
guess how long it would 
take to beat every game 
on the Top 50? 
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Fromyexclusive DLC to canceled last-gen ports, everyone's got a 
complaint this month. Luckily, we've qot a boatload of silver linings 
to hand out — we are talking about video games, after all, so lighten up! 


| was so happy to see Dragon Age: Inquisition 
won your Game of the Month award (issue 
260). l'm just getting back to Haven after 
spending nearly 20 hours in the Hinterlands, 
and loving every minute of it. Sure, the default 
position for the tactical camera is weird and 
the mysterious lack of a storage chest is a 
downgrade from previous entries, but you 
should have given the game a 10 and l'm can- 
celing my subscription because you guys are 
so biased! Joking aside, it does my heart good 
to see one of my most anticipated games of 
2014 get the attention it deserves. Now, if 
you'll excuse me, | have to go seal some Rifts. 
Ryan Holm 
via email 


About that 9.5 — did your reviewer play Dragon 
Age: Inquisition on an Xbox One and a huge 
HD television? Because | have to say, | bought 
the game on the strength of your review and 
my overwhelmingly positive experience with 
BioWare games. Unfortunately, after mud- 
dling through fluttering, plastic graphics, 
enduring lengthy load screens, and being 
completely unable to make out 95 percent of 
the on-screen text, I’m selling it back. | can't 
help but think that the problem is that the 


game was designed for next-gen systems 
and screens, and then ported to the previous 
systems. If that's the case, | guess | appreci- 
ate the effort on BioWare's part, but it just 
didn't work for me. 
Christian E. Poole 
via email 


Unfortunately, not all ports are created 
equally. While we strive to be as thorough 
as possible, testing out every version of a 
review game before launch is not always 
possible. When that happens, we state 
which platform(s) we played the game on 
at the end of the review, as was the case 
with Dragon Age: Inquisition. Concessions 
are always made when porting a game to 
less-powerful hardware, so if you're still 
playing on an older system, please keep 
an eye out for this important distinction in 
our reviews. 


Sorry for being a fun-Nazi like other readers 
who complain about your review scores, but 
you can't really rate a game based on how 
“ኪበ” it is. A game's enjoyability is relative, and 
what one person finds fun could be boring to 


somebody else. Every time somebody dis- 
agrees with your reviews, you fall back on the 
"We review based on fun" safety net; it seems 
you are defending your high scores more 
so than your journalistic integrity. Instead 
of trying to rate a game based on how fun it 
is, can't you just evaluate a game based on 
different categories like storyline, gameplay, 
price, graphical capabilities, and enjoyability, 
and then give a total score? 

Noah Parker 

via email 


Actually, we're pretty sure we can rate 

a game based on how much fun the 
reviewer has playing it, because that's 
what a review is. If you just want objective 
stats like price and graphical resolution, 
the back of the game's box will tell you 

all you need to know. Everything else - 
including what the reviewer thinks of the 
storyline, gameplay, and enjoyability - are 
inherently subjective. Tallying each cat- 
egory into a total score won't make it any 
more objective or official - it's still just our 
opinion. Kind of like our Game of the Year 
awards, which you can start getting angry 
about on page 48. 


I've never let exclusive DLC sway me from 
buying a game on my preferred system, 
but Sony's deal with Activision for Destiny 
is the final straw. | knew prior to my pur- 
chase that the Sony versions were getting 
a bit of exclusive content at launch - which 
was bad enough - but | did not know that 
the expansions would also reward Sony 
fans with content not available on Xbox for 
a year. Had | known, | never would have 
shelled out for the Digital Guardian edition. 
| feel cheated, and l've made the decision 
that I'll never again support a third-party 
game with an exclusive content deal that 
is longer than 30 days. If such a deal is 
announced prior to launch, | won't buy 
any version of it. | encourage all gamers to 
follow suit; if companies lose money with 
these kinds of exclusive content deals, 
they will stop doing them. 

Troy Beissel 

via email 


We wouldn't put too much hope in the 
free market solving your complaint, as 
it's responsible for creating the problem 
in the first place - Sony is paying Bungie 
to create the extra content in hopes of 
bolstering demand for its versions of the 
game. Boycotting the game is a mean- 
ingless gesture; Activision has already 
profited for creating the exclusive con- 
tent, and even if Sony did see a major 
disparity in sales on its platforms (which 
would be caused by gamers buying the 
Xbox versions instead), it would have 

no reason to pin the blame on its exclu- 
sive DLC. Don't get too hung up on the 
extras, Troy - the core of the game is still 
available to everyone, which is a step up 
from completely exclusive titles. 
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OM IHE VIDEO GAME INDUSIRY 


"Is it ever difficult to respond 
to some of the questions 
you receive?" 


Yes, but it's super easy to 
delete them. 


"Why do people troll?” 
We don't know, but we wish 


they would be more mature. 


"What game, in your mind, is 
the best game of the current 
decade so far?" 


Cookie Clicker. 


“| am dropping a deuce while 
reading issue 260, and want 
to email you a question before 
| forget.” 


What's your most anticipated 
game of 2015 right now, 
and why? 


The team at Hello 
Games blinded us with sci- 
ence while checking out their 
galaxy-spanning No Man's Sky. 
seriously, it was painful 

Tim couldn't have 
picked a better shirt for run- 
ning into famed Castlevania 
series producer Koji Igarashi 


continued on page 6 
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E 36% Biggest 
Disappointments 


፳ 24% Love/Hate For 
Dragon Age 


፳ 18% Anger Over Broken 
Game Launches 


፳ 14% Exclusive 
DLC Depression 


፳ 08% Review 
Score Complaints 


After watching The 

Avengers for the 50th time, 
Tim assembled his own squad 
of heroes with friends from 
across the industry. Smiling is 
a super power, right? 

Not to be outdone, 

Dan formed a villainous street 
gang with Twitch's Chase, 
ESL's Anna Rozwandowicz, and 
Twitch broadcasters Jayson 
"Man vs Game" Love, and 
Molly "MissMollyLolly" Fender 


| live on the outskirts of Charleston, West Virginia, 
where my only Internet option is a slow DSL con- 
nection. After owning an Xbox 360 for several 
years, | purchased the Xbox One Unity bundle 
and four games. My disappointments started as 
soon as | returned home. First, the two games 
included in the bundle were download codes 
that required 50GB and 25GB respectively for 
storage - on my Internet connection, that would 
take a few days per game to download. Then, | 
had to download a 500MB dashboard update, 
which took an hour. Afterward, | tried to play the 
new Wolfenstein, but the install got to 12 percent 
before prompting me to download a 7GB update 
patch. When | hit cancel, it paused the install and 
would not go any further. Gone are the days of 
plug-and-play consoles; now it's plug, download 
a bunch of stuff, and then maybe play later. | was 
so disappointed that | promptly reset the factory 
defaults and returned it to the store for a PS3 
and about 12 games. | don't know if the PS4 is 
like this too, but so far the new-gen consoles 
are not very appealing to people who live in rural 
areas like me. It looks like we'll have to stick to 
360s and PS3s for now. 
Mark Deans 
Charleston, WV 


Gamers celebrated when Microsoft aban- 
doned its always-online plans for next-gen, 
but the truth is modern gaming pretty much 
demands a high-speed Internet connection. 
The PlayStation 4 is no different, requiring fre- 
quent (and large) updates for both the system 
and its games to achieve their full potential. 
For most us, it's simply a time-consuming 
annoyance, but for gamers like Mark, it's an 
understandable and unfortunate deal breaker 
that only time can fix. 
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Link why 
are you 
| | crying? 
1 Roger Cross ግ 
Funny how a little tweak to Sackboy's design can make 
him look like the most terrifying character around 


2 Darrell Trout PA di Can Link! The 
One of our talented readers created a series of action om PW 6 allied base 
figures based on the PS2-era horror game, The Suffering ! | Y needs you! 
3 Ivy Young 

The Triforce weeps for Princess Zelda 

4 Laura Mulrooney 


Is Link crying because of all of the tasks asked of him, 
or because he has to play more Hyrule Warriors? 


Submit your art for a chance to win our monthly prize. Please include your name and return address. Entries become the property of Game Informer and cannot be returned. 
Send to: Game Informer Reader Art Contest | 724 First Street North, 3rd Floor | Mpls, MN 55401 or Email to: ReaderArt@gameinformer.com 
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Ben, Dan, and Bryan 
B provide incontrovertible proof 
. that what happens at 
gameinformer Gamescom should definitely 
stay at Gamescom 
| As the latest 
| graduates of Game Informer's 
| internship program, it was only 
© fitting that Sam Stewart, Matt 
Stolpe, and Jason Dafnis 
busted out some senior 
portrait poses 
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Street Fighter V 


Strikes For PlayStation 4 


Sony’s PlayStation Experience 
Event Reveals Exclusives 


n December, Sony held its first-ever 
PlayStation Experience in Las Vegas, an 
event for the community to get their hands 
on some upcoming games, meet develop- 
ers, and help the company set the tone for 
the coming year and beyond. One component 
that Sony hopes plays a vital part in that future 
is the announcement that the PlayStation 4 
is the console-exclusive home for Capcom's 
Street Fighter V, which will also appear on 
PC. No release date for the game was given, 
but Sony made it clear that the game is not 
merely a timed exclusive and will remain on 
the PS4. 

As for the title itself, the short debut 
gameplay trailer features Ryu and Chun-Li 
facing off with lightning and water-based 
attacks, mid-air juggling (including the ability to 
launch a foe into the air when they are on the 
ground), wall breaks, and guard crushes. These 
moves and many more can be unleashed 
upon SF V players of all stripes, as Capcom 
also announced that the game features cross- 
platform play between the PS4 and PC. 

The final part of the partnership touted at 
the event brings Ultra Street Fighter IV to 
the PlayStation 4. The game was originally 
released in Japanese arcades and has since 
appeared on the last-gen systems. Capcom 
did not reveal whether it had made any 
improvements for the PS4 version of the game. 

Sony getting the exclusive rights to SFV was 
significant enough to capture rival Microsoft's 
attention. When asked by a fan about what 
Microsoft and the Xbox One were going to 
do to counter Sony's move, Xbox head Phil 
Spencer tweeted in reply, "Business deals 
happen. We won't do all of them. When we 
have a first party franchise in a genre l'd rather 
invest in ours." Later he tweeted, “...I’ll work on 
making amends for SF." 

At this year's Gamescom, Microsoft revealed 
its own exclusive, albeit a timed one. Microsoft 
is publishing the Crystal Dynamics-developed 
Rise of the Tomb Raider for the Xbox One and 
360 in holiday 2015, but Crystal Dynamics 
owner Square Enix has recently confirmed that 
it's a timed exclusive — although neither Square 
Enix nor Microsoft has revealed for how long. 

Street Fighter V wasn't the only game to 
grab the spotlight during the PlayStation 
Experience. The first gameplay footage from 
our cover story, Uncharted 4 (page 28) aired, 
Sony confirmed that a PlayStation 4 God of 
War is in the works with God of War || director 
Cory Barlog back at the helm, and former God 
of War director David Jaffe debuted his new 
game called Drawn to Death (page 80). 


by Matthew Kato 


Also debuting was Sony San Diego's 
MOBA-like team action game Kill Strain for 
PS4, Wattam (from the creator of Katamari 
Damacy), Fat Princess Adventure, and 
Skytorn (page 16) - an action/platformer for 
the console. The PS4 is also adding Dungeon 
Defenders 2, Killing Floor 2, The Forest, 
Orcs Must Die! Unchained, and Enter the 
Gungeon, all games that have already come 
out or been announced for other platforms. 

Sony may have neglected the Vita for 
stretches of its existence, but the hand- 
held's connection to the PS4 has given it 
a new lease on life. A slew of games were 
announced for the handheld including 
Suikoden | & Il, Darkest Dungeon, Bastion, 
Shovel Knight, Banner Saga, and Super 
Time Force Ultra. It's a win-win situation, 
however, because even if you don't have the 
handheld you can still enjoy these games 
on other Sony systems. Darkest Dungeon, 
Bastion, and Super Time Force Ultra are also 
hitting the PS4 via PSN. The Suikodens and 
Super Time Force Ultra are also available 
for PS3. 

Double Fine's relationship with Sony - first 
announced at E3 in 2014 - is taking shape. 
PS4 and Vita owners can expect a special 
edition version of Day of the Tentacle, and 
the company announced that Grim Fandango 
(PS4/Vita) comes out January 27, and both 
acts of the Broken Age title will hit the two 
Sony systems. 

Somewhat similar to some of Sony’s recent 


E3 presentations in the past, the cavalcade 
of announcements doesn't contain any single 
monumental triumph, but cumulatively tell the 
story of a company that continues to bolster 
its systems in an era where true exclusives are 
rare, and which is making good on its promise 
to be a destination for indie games. 

The Game Awards 2014 (formerly the 
VGAs) also took place in conjunction with the 
PlayStation Experience (with Dragon Age: 
Inquisition winning Game of the Year), and 
brought in its own raft of news. Tacoma is 
the newest offering from Gone Home devel- 
oper The Fullbright Company. This PC/Mac/ 
Linux title coming in 2016 is set in a mysteri- 
ous transfer station of the same name on 
the moon. Nintendo showed off footage of 
The Legend of Zelda (page 82) for Wii U, 
Banner Saga 2 was announced for 2015, 
and Konami showed off Metal Gear Solid V: 
The Phantom Pain's online versus mode, 
complete with remote enemy tagging and 
customization options. 

For many gamers, the first year of the 
PlayStation 4's life wasn't filled with experi- 
ences truly indicative of the next generation 
of gaming. With titles like Uncharted 4 and 
No Man's Sky (also shown at the PlayStation 
Experience event) currently scheduled to 
appear on the PS4 in 2015, however, that 
will hopefully change this year. If some of the 
titles on this page (many of which do not have 
release dates just yet) also release in 2015, 
the system should begin to hit its stride. © 
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Destiny Raiders Blaze 


Through Crota's End 


n the early hours of December 9, Destiny's first expansion released into the 
wild and dedicated teams set to work to conquer the game's newest top-tier 
challenge: the defeat of the Crota's End raid. The victorious first team to cross 
the finish line was the same group that earlier won accolades for a world-first 
completion of the Vault of Glass on hard mode. We talked about the accomplishment 
with Invigorate clan leader Nedal Ghamrawi and raid-team members John Sugay 
and Nicholas Hedstrom about the accomplishment. 


interview by Matt Miller 


How did you prepare to take on 
the new raid? 

Nicholas Hedstrom: | think gear- 
ing up beforehand was the most 
important. We maxed out any 
gear we thought would be useful, 
we tested out some arc and 

solar damage because we knew 
those would be the primary ele- 
ments in the raid. We ran through 
some quick strategies and kind 
of separated into sub groups in 
case there's a separation in the 
raid where we would have to 

split up. Fortunately with a group 
that's already been through this 
kind of situation before, most of 
the chemistry was already taken 
care of. Communication was 
already there. We also had two 
raid teams go in, and we kind of 
communicated through party chat 
so that we could keep info up to 
date between each other. We also 
had a team member specifically 
prepare all of his bounties and 
experience so that right after the 
release he could reach level 31 to 
give us a little advantage in case 
we needed it. [Editor's Note: They 
did. A seventh team member 
stepped into the group for the 
final encounter with a newly level 
31 guardian for the last push.] 


What was the trickiest part of 
Crota's End? 
NH: The whole raid was pretty 


tricky. We thought that the tricki- 
est part was the Challenger's 
Bridge about midway through 
the raid. It kind of threw us a 
little curve ball. At a certain point 
we had all six of our players on 
a different position, and we're 
trying to think - how do we get 
these last three people across 
this bridge? So after a little bit of 
problem solving, and fortunately 
having a lot of good heads work- 
ing together, we realized that 
each person had to individually 
cross; we kind of read into the 
name - Challenger's Bridge. 


How does Crota's End com- 
pare to the Vault of Glass? 
John Sugay: It was constant 
action. Non-stop. In Vault of 
Glass, you have this dumb 
puzzle - you don't see any 
enemies. In this one, almost 
everywhere you go, there's at 
least a Thrall chasing after you, 
you know? 


NH: This one actually had a path, 


starting with the path of light in 
the beginning. And then cross- 
ing the bridge - it felt like you 
were being swarmed by a ton of 
enemies trying to get to Crota. It 
blended together really nicely. 


Nedal Ghamrawi: After that, it 
was more immersive than most 


of Vault of Glass - the way that it 
felt like it was leading you along 
to an ultimate goal. It felt like the 
story was trying to get the player 
more involved. 


Had you guys played 

together as a group prior to 
playing Destiny? 

JS: None of us actually knew 
each other before Destiny. A 
couple of us met through the 
beta, but we didn't know that 
we'd be playing with each other. 
A couple of us all kind of lev- 
eled together. Honestly, we're 
just six normal guys who met 
through the forums. We really just 
mesh together well. We started 
friendships, and obviously, 
we're able to deal with each 
other. That chemistry just grew 
and grew, and that's how we 
became successful. 


How would you like to see the 
raid experience evolve as the 
game continues? 

JS: | felt this new raid was a lot 
better than Vault of Glass, so it's 
going to be really tough to beat. 
Although it was short, it was 

so intense. It just feels like six 
versus the world. But l'd like to 
be able to use my sparrow. l'd 
heard that we're supposed to use 
our sparrows to run away from 
something but | didn't see it. | 


Invigorate 
Gaming 


@InvigorateINV 


was kind of disappointed in that, 
but I'm sure Bungie has some- 
thing up their sleeves, so | ጠ not 
too worried. 


NG: For the House of Wolves, 
how about bigger setpieces? 
Bigger moments within that raid 
that are visually appealing. 


NH: Something that I like is 
when they force the group to 
separate. | think it would be 
great if they can find a way to 
further isolate players at certain 
points. Everything's kind of cool 
and gravy when you've got your 
boys covering your back, but 
the second you get ousted and 
you're on your own, that's when 
the pressure really lays into you. 


Any advice for new raiders? 
NH: Get in a team with people 
you jive with. That's one of 
the most important things | 
recommend. You can't do this 
thing alone. 


JS: And stick with the same 
people. Being with the same 
people for six hours in the Raid, 
you're gonna build some chem- 
istry. And Gjallarhorn. If you're 
a new player and you're strug- 
gling, max out a Gjallarhorn and 
you can be a great support to 
any team. 


says Star Fox is coming to the Wii U sometime in 2015 according to Nintendo's Shigeru 
Miyamoto. Speaking at The Game Awards 2014, Miyamoto said Star Fox would release 
before The Legend of Zelda title (shown). Zelda producer Eiji Aonuma said he does not expect Zelda to slide into 2016. 


has laid off a dozen people after an 
unannounced project was canceled by 
a publisher. The company says that it’s 
continuing work on already announced 
games such as Broken Age (shown) and 
Massive Chalice, which are unaffected. 
In brighter Double Fine news, the com- 
pany says Broken Age: Act 2 is officially 
expected to release early this year. ቆ 


has opted to give away 

a free game due to 
Assassin's Creed Unity’s myriad problems. All 
gamers are being offered Unity’s Dead Kings DLC 
for free as recompense, but Season Pass owners 
(who-are- already getting the DLC) can claim a 
free game — including choices such as Far Cry 4, 
The Crew, and Rayman Legends. Check out the 
community/live updates section of the assassin- 
screed.ubi.com website for more info. 


"..We have 
not delivered 
the experience 
you deserve. 

I personally 
apologize for 
this on behalf 
of us all at 343 


Industries.” 


343 Industries studio head 

on Halo: The 
Master Chief Collection's 
problems 
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RPG 


ESSENTIALS 


Taking a look back at key innovators 


ver wonder who made it possible to roll 20s, or why the role-playing genre is split between 
Japanese and Western games? Examining a genre's origins can be eye-opening, especially when 
it's one of the most popular. 

The role-playing genre spans decades, all the way back to its pen-and-paper roots. With almost 
five decades of innovations to account for, providing a comprehensive overview would take more pages than 
this magazine has, but the following games were fundamental in establishing the genre and helped propel 
it forward. Are any of these trendsetters worth playing today? We homed in on some key innovators that 
helped popularize the features we take for granted today and solidified the genre's identity. 


A iif, 


Bringing Dungeons & 
Dragons Gameplay To PC 


When most people think of the Apple Il, games 
like The Oregon Trail, Lode Runner, and Karateka 
are likely among the first things that come to mind. 
Sir-Tech's Wizardry, which launched in 1981, isn't 
far behind as one of the first true dungeon crawling 
role-playing games. While Might and Magic and 
future titles would eventually deliver improvements 
like auto-mapping, Wizardry required busting out 
the graph paper to make sure you didn't wander 
for hours and hours just to find the exit, The D&D 
aesthetic took off in Japan, spawning a ton of spin- 
offs specifically for that market. The threads of 
these dungeon crawlers are everywhere in RPGs, 
most notably with Atlus' Etrian Odyssey series 
and the indie title Legend of Grimrock. Wizardry 
8 and Wizardry: Tale of the Forsaken Land, which 
both hit in 2001, are the last entries worked on by 
a Western developer, but Japan has kept it alive 
with games like Wizardry: Labyrinth of Lost Souls, 
which is available on PlayStation 3. Digital distribu- 
tion services like Steam and GOG.com also house 
some of the later titles in the series. 


Legend of Grimrock, Etrian Odyssey IV: 
Legends of the Titan, Might and Magic X 


by Kimberley Wallace 


The Birth Of The Console JRPG 


Playing RPGs on our consoles is now commonplace, but the PC was the premier destination for the genre 
during the early '80s. Dragonstomper came out for the Atari 2600 in 1982, but it wasn't until Dragon Quest 
launched in Japan in 1986 that the foundation was set for Japanese role-playing games. Creator Yuji Horii 
was inspired by Wizardry and Ultima, and aimed to introduce Japanese gamers to the primarily Western-style 
game. He wanted something simpler than his influences that didn't rely on the heavy statistic sets borrowed 
from Dungeons & Dragons. 

Dragon Quest, later localized as Dragon Warrior, featured exploration; turn-based, one-on-one combat; a 
leveling system; and a story about hero out to defeat evil. These mechanics became a blueprint for many RPGs 
to follow, and Dragon Quest earned its claim to fame by capturing the essence of adventure so well (along with 
its beloved blue slime mascots). Dragon Quest became a pioneer for Japanese RPGs and introduced the genre 
to console gamers. We can also thank it for serving as inspiration and stepping stone for the iconic Final Fantasy 
franchise. These days, playing an older Dragon Quest game is easier than ever with remakes of IV-VI available 
on the DS. Square Enix has also released various entries on iOS and Android. 


Dragon Quest VIII: Journey of the Cursed King, Dragon Quest V: Hand of the Heavenly Bride 


Opening The Doors 
For The Action/RPG 


Early RPGs employed turn-based combat, allow- 
ing players to calculate their next move. While 
many games leaned heavily on action, Nihon Fal- 
com deserves praise for the foresight of merging 
it with the RPG in its Dragon Slayer series, a dun- 
geon crawler employing real-time combat that 
launched in 1984 for PC. Nihon Falcom also took 
the budding action/RPG genre in new directions 
with its Ys franchise, introduced in 1987, which 
is best known for its rock-infused soundtracks 
and twitch gameplay. This opened the doors 
for other hybrids, like 1993's fantastic Secret of 
Mana, which took the action/RPG even further 
by adding cooperative play to the experience. 
Thankfully, Steam has provided new life for the Ys 
series' older titles. Xseed has also released vari- 
ous remakes on the PSP and PS Vita. 


Early storytelling in RPGs of all varieties was more than 
a little primitive; you'd be lucky if the rudimentary plot 
was coherent, much less eloquent. Phantasy Star on the 
Sega Master System started to change that with the in- 
troduction of female lead Alis Landale's quest to avenge 
her brother's death and eventually save the Algo star sys- 
tem. While the original Phantasy Star was the burgeon- 
ing of the character-driven storyline, the last entry for the 
Genesis, Phantasy Star IV, demonstrates the epitome of 


Advancing storytelling With 
Leading Ladies And Manga Stylings 


this storytelling style. Without access to full-motion video, 
Sega crafted an engine that used manga-style illustra- 
tions to accentuate protagonist Chaz's journey to fight 
the same Dark Force seen in the previous games. While 
this style would eventually be eclipsed by cinematics in 
games, Phantasy Star remains one of the cornerstones of 
the genre and paved the way for today’s RPGs. Steam and 
Nintendo’s Virtual Console are your best avenues to expe- 
rience the franchise today. 


Secret of Mana, Ys: Seven, 
Ys: Memones of Celceta 


The JRPG 
Powerhouse Dominates 


Dragon Quest laid a foundation that Final Fantasy 
followed, but Hironobu Sakaguchi's series made a 
name for itself by combining entertaining gameplay 
systems with top-of-the-line technology. From its 
inception, the franchise went to new places, such as 
using a side-view perspective, eschewing the typi- 
cal first-person perspective. But it wasn't until later 
that the storytelling evolved. Ihe character-driven 
Final Fantasy IV featured unique personalities and 
introduced the active-time battle system that still 
lives on today. As the franchise grew, the gameplay 
received tweaks (like customization), but the way 
the games told their story, such as VI's multiple 
viewpoints, remain the most memorable. 

With improving technology, Square kept upping 
the ante with its combination of text-based dia- 
logue and cinematic cutscenes. Final Fantasy VII 
introduced full-motion video cutscenes and Final 
Fantasy X used fully voiced dialogue alongside 
animated faces. This may seem superficial, but 
these are aspects we take for granted nowadays. 
Could you imagine RPGs without voice acting, re- 
alistic characters, or natural mannerisms? For all 
these enhancements to the genre, Final Fantasy is 
most responsible for the JRPG's success across 
the globe. 

The majority of the Final Fantasy series has been 
remade and ported across various platforms; Final 
Fantasy VII and VIII even came to PC recently. 
Better yet, Final Fantasy XIX-2 HD Remaster came 
out this past year for PlayStation 3 and Vita. 


Recommended: 
Final Fantasy IV, VI, VII, X 


Recommended: 
Phantasy Star IV, Pier Solar HD 


The Grandfather Off 
Role-playing Games .* | 
Dungeons & Dungeons _ | 


Before Sephiroth and Cloud battled, 
before Darth Revan's identity crisis, 
and even before the first slime ap- 
peared in Dragon Quest, Gary Gygax, 
Dave Arneson, and TSR brought us 
Dungeons & Dragons. Originally 
published in 1974, D&D established 
many elements of tabletop roleplay- 
ing. Dice rolling, character statis- 
tics, and magic items may not have 
originated from TSR's baby, but it 
did launch them into the limelight. 
Modern-day gamers who are used 
to multi-classed, Dwarvish ranger/ 
bards might not realize how basic 
things began. The game had a mere 
three classes: the magic-user, fight- 
ing-man, and cleric, along with four 
races, and only three alignments 
instead of the nine seen today. 

Despite this simplicity, major ele- 
ments in every modern role-playing 
game can be traced back to some 
seed planted here. Were it not for 
the wargamers of yore fighting 
Beholders, we might not be leading 
the Inquisition in Dragon Age. 
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Introducing The Isometric 
Western Style RPG 


BioWare wasn't the first developer to take a 
crack at Dungeons & Dragons in video games, 
but it succeeded in crafting one of the best 
party-based RPGs seen to date. Memorable 
characters, faithful adherences to the 2nd 
Edition Dungeons & Dragons rules, and a huge 
world to explore are hallmarks of the Baldur's 
Gate games and all of the other Infinity Engine 
titles spawned afterward. While the heroic jour- 
ney of you, Boo, and Minsc was impactful on 
the PC for a time, the emergence of 3D gaming 
pushed this style to the side. Luckily, developers 
today have tapped the nostalgia and love that 
gamers have for these BioWare classics and 
have gone back to mirror them. 

If you want to see for yourself, enhanced edi- 
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Forming And Popularizing MMORPGs 


Before Azeroth was anything more than Orcs versus Humans, would usurp the throne as the big MMORPG, introducing 


Ultima Online made playing an RPG with your friends the the control scheme, viewpoint, and gameplay systems that tions for Baldur's Gate and Baldur's Gate Il, which 
thing to do in 1997. Compared to today’s MMORPGs, though, are now genre templates. Norrath would even expand as far include both expansions and new features, are 
UO was the Wild West — you could lose your gear to other as the PlayStation 2, becoming the first true MMORPG on a available for PC, Mac, and iOS. The first has been 
players if they defeated you in combat, and the game was un- home console. Both of these games have had widespread released for Android and the second should be 
forgiving in general. These elements catered to the hardcore influence and are even popular enough to remain available coming soon. 


gamers, making UO a big success. Years later, EverQuest — today. All it takes is a visit to their official sites to get started. 


World of Warcraft, Shroud of the Avatar 
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Catching Them All: 
Demons And Monsters 


You might think that Final Fantasy or Dragon 
Age sits atop the hierarchy of popular RPGs, but 
one series has become the ultimate juggernaut: 
Pokémon. That wasn't where the magic started, 
however, as earlier games like Megami Tensei 
introduced the concept of demon negotiation. 
Digital Devil Story: Megami Tensei employed 
monster recruitment in 1987, allowing players to 
speak with their opponents and potentially of- 
fer items or life in exchange for servitude. Ever 
since its first release in 1996, Pokémon took 
this concept and ran with it. While it's simpler 
on the surface, there's still quite a bit of skill in- 
volved in catching those colorful little creatures. 
Pokémon ultimately popularized this mechanic, 
dominating the charts as a multimillion-selling 
franchise that has continued to stay at the top of 
its game. Nowadays we see monster recruitment 
in plenty of RPGs, from Final Fantasy XIII-2 to 
Ni no Kuni: Wrath of the White Witch. 


Pokémon Omega Ruby/Alpha Sapphire, 
Shin Megami Tensei IV, Persona 4 


Modernizing 
The Open World 


Exploration has always been a big part of 
RPGs, throwing gamers into an unknown 
universe to uncover, but the stage has 
become grander as the genre evolved. 
Nowadays, games boast open-world ex- 
periences where you can go off the beaten 
path and explore every nook and cranny. 
Early games like Ultima, The Legend of 
Zelda, and Wasteland no doubt pushed 
exploration in a new direction and off the 
linear path. Wasteland served as a precur- 
sor to Fallout, which raised the bar in 1997, 
but 2001's The Elder Scrolls III: Morrowind 
epitomized the modern open-world game, 
letting you play the way you want. [he 
Elder Scrolls series innovated for not type- 
casting players to a certain class and al- 
lowing them to become a master of spells, 
swords, and stealth. Even Fallout, though 
revolutionary for its time, had threads you 
needed to follow, but Morrowind put all the 
exploration in your hands and kept the plot 
as a sideshow to the world. The real story 
came from your own experience interact- 
ing with the denizens of various cities and 
the environment itself. This, of course, led 
to Elder Scrolls becoming the success that 
it is today, defining what stories an open 
world can tell. 

If you want to go back and experience 
Morrowind, digital-distribution services like 
Steam still offer the Game of the Year edition. 


The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, 
Wasteland 2, Fallout 3 


Pillars of Eternity, Divinity: Original Sin, 
Dragon Age: Origins 


The Beginnings 
Of The Roguelike 


Rogue might not have been the first game in the 
genre, but it definitely had the most influence 
and is responsible for the term "roguelike." Hit- 
ting in 1980, it set the rules of this style of game. 
The three parameters usually associated with the 
roguelike genre are procedural level generation, 
permadeath, and turn-based combat. The genre 
has since expanded beyond those presets, with 
the definition becoming more flexible. Moria, a 
computer game based on J.R.R. Tolkien's “The 
Lord of the Rings" followed a few years later, help- 
ing the roguelike catch fire. Hack also helped the 
genre catch on when it launched in 1985, and in- 
troduced shops. These games also helped inspire 
the hack and slash franchise Diablo. While this 
style of game became sparse for a while, recent 
hits like Dungeons of Dredmor have provided a 
resurgence for these dungeon crawlers. This is 
great, considering the early games aren't easy to 
go back to now. 


Dungeons of Dredmor, Rogue Legacy, 
The Binding of Isaac 


Creating RPG 
Perfection 


Not many HPGs have a reputation for 
being a complete, seamless experience 
that stands the test of time, but Chrono 
Trigger is just that. Few other games can 
boast such a rock-star staff, including 
Final Fantasy creator Hironobu Sakaguchi, 
Dragon Quest creator Yu Horii, and the 
music tag team of Yasunori Mitsuda and 
Nobuo Uematsu. Chrono Trigger, which 
launched on the Super Nintendo nearly 
20 years ago, is still widely regarded as 
one of the best RPGs ever. With its time- 
traveling elements, multiple endings, side 
quests related to character development, 
and its unique magic-combination sys- 
tem, Chrono Trigger refined the genre. No 
wonder it quickly became a bestseller and 
has had its share of re-releases to this 
day. The Vita, PS3, DS, iOS, Android, and 
Wii are all avenues for experiencing this 
timeless gem. 


Recommended: 


Chrono Trigger DS 


Making The Strategy RPG Thrive 


Strategy/RPG fans are most familiar with games like 
Tactics Ogre and Final Fantasy Tactics, but before those 
big shots came along, series like Fire Emblem and Shining 
Force were popularizing tactical RPGs. Both series may 
have not been the very first, but they no doubt provided a 
stepping stone for the genre and its grid-based gameplay. 
Fire Emblem debuted in 1990, and while the strategy/ 
RPG from Japan may have not made its way to America 
until 2003, it still had plenty of ideas, like permadeath, 
which thrived. Shining Force further added to the tactical 
gameplay love in 1992 with large-scale battles. These days, 


it's hard to imagine franchises like Disgaea, Front Mission, 
or Arc the Lad existing without these series laying down 
the groundwork. 

Sadly, the Shining series has all but disappeared in North 
America, but the Wii virtual console, iPhone, Android, 
Steam, and 3DS all provide the opportunity to take a portal 
into the past. Fire Emblem is still alive and kicking with last 
year's fantastic 3DS release: Awakening. A crossover game 
with Shin Megami Tensei is also in the works. The Nintendo 
Virtual Console is your best bet at experiencing the early 
titles with availability for the Wii U, 3DS, and Wii. 


Fire Emblem: Awakening, Disgaea 4 
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Looking for more inde- 
pendent games? Check out 
gameinformer.com/impulse 

for regular updates, previews, 
and reviews. For more in this 
issue check out several indie 
projects featured in our yearly 
Top 50 (p.48). You can read 
previews of Drawn to Death 
(p.80), Massive Chalice (p.84), 
and Shroud of the Avatar 
(p.85). We also have reviews 
of This War of Mine (p.94) and 
Talos Principle (p.94). 
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Severed 


A Bevy Of New Indies 


hile many of the big publishers are hesitant to pull focus 
away from their triple-A holiday releases during the busy 
season at the end of the year, the same can't be said for 
the independent game scene, where we saw lots of new 
info emerge in recent weeks. Some are just recently announced, and 
others have been in progress for a while, but all six of these titles have 


us interested. 


Guild of Dungeoneering comes to us via 
developer Gambrinous, and it promises to 
appeal to anyone with fond memories of scrib- 
bling out RPG maps on graph paper before a 
big Dungeons & Dragons session. You run a 
guild of adventurers slowly building up glory 
and fame throughout the land. To do so, you 
recruit adventurers to set out into an as-yet un- 
mapped dungeon to defeat monsters, gather 
treasure, and discover secrets. Instead of 
controlling heroes directly, the player instead 
chooses between several new features to lay 
out the dungeon ahead, and then watches to 
see how their adventurer chooses to proceed. 
One tile might add a new room, but only if its 
entryways and exits line up with what you've 
already drawn on the graph paper screen. 
Another card tile might add a monster, but 
you want to make sure it's not too danger- 
ous for your fledgling hero. You could also lay 
down a piece of treasure, like a new weapon 
or armor piece. These objects attract your 
dungeon-delver, but hopefully not through 
an overly dangerous room. Whether they 
triumph over the dungeon or meet a grisly fate, 
their journeys through the underground build 
glory for the guild, and help to fuel your next 
adventure. The simple mechanics and cute art 
style has me excited to play more of Guild of 
Dungeoneering. Gambrinous plans a release 
on PC and Mac in May, and mobile platforms a 
few months after that. 


Skytorn garnered lots of buzz out of the 
recent PSX event in Las Vegas. The upcoming 
action/exploration game from Team Skytorn 
casts the player as Névoa, an explorer armed 
only with her quick wits and a trusty shovel. 
She explores a procedurally generated island 
in the sky that is different every time you play. 
She's on the hunt for remnants left behind by 
civilization before a cataclysm tore everything 
apart leaving an endless series of free-floating 
islands. An early look at the game reveals a 
combination of twitch action and some fun 
opportunities to shape the world by digging 
through the ground and walls to create new 
pathways. The pixel art style and chiptune 


Guild of Dungeoneering 
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soundtrack also has us stoked, but there are a 
lot of questions that remain unanswered about 
this enigmatic project. Look for a release on 
PS4 and PC sometime this year, to be followed 
by Mac and Linux versions. 

For those in the dark, Adrift comes from 
new studio Three Zero One, headed by Adam 
Orth, a former creative director at Microsoft. 
Orth resigned from his job after comments 
he made about Microsoft's always-online 
policy that was canceled before the Xbox 
One launch. After seeing his worst days and 
becoming an Internet meme, he's persevering 
with this new project, which was shown at The 
Game Awards. 

Adrift is a first-person adventure casting 
you in the role of an astronaut floating through 
space after a catastrophe destroyed your 
space station. You're badly damaged, just 
trying to survive as your EVA suit leaks oxy- 
gen. Adrift focuses primarily on exploration; 
you're not engaging in combat, but instead 
just searching for answers and supplies to 
sustain life. Eventually, you need to find a 
way to return home. We played the sequence 
shown off in The Game Awards trailer using 
the Oculus Rift. 


EXIIT ALI: 


+0 Pa 
" = 


Cosmic Star Heroine 


Space is beautiful, but you're also sur- 
rounded by disaster. Wreckage from the space 
station is all around and you're helplessly just 
drifting, listening to your character breathe. 
Movement depletes your oxygen levels and 
you're alerted when they approach dangerous- 
ly low levels. The atmosphere overpowers ev- 
erything. Earth sits out in the distance, always 
reminding you of the end goal. Little things like 
coming across a lifeless body are dispiriting, 
and yet the curiosity keeps pulling you in. Who 
are you? Why did your ship crash? What were 
the people on the space station like? Orth 
says exploration reveals the story, keeping you 
searching. Adr1ft is first launching on PS4, 
Xbox One, and PC at some point in 2015. It 
will later be available for the Oculus Rift. 

Drinkbox Studios spent the last year 
knee-deep in Guacamelee!, its successful 
and punishing action platformer, releasing 
DLC and a Super Turbo Championship Edi- 
tion. Now Drinkbox is ready to move on to 
something different — an action game for Vita 
called Severed. The game stars a one-armed 
heroine named Sasha who travels through a 
dreamlike landscape, exploring the past and 
future. In our demo we had to venture through 
a bright and creative world to save one of our 
family members from a vicious monster. The 
storyline is intentionally obtuse, as Drink- 
box wants you to uncover what's going on 
through exploration. 

Combat revolves around swiping the Vita 
touchscreen in the opposite direction from the 
where the enemy is attacking. Reading enemy 
patterns and hitting them when a vulnerable 


spot opens up allows for some powerful 
counterattacks. This may mean attacking as 
an enemy raises their arm or waiting until a 
rotating shield leaves a small opening. As you 
damage enemies, you charge your sword, 
which stops time and lets you sever limbs off 
baddies for equipment and ability upgrades. 
You can upgrade health, damage, and sever 
time. The most entertaining feature is how the 
main bosses let you take a piece of them. For 
instance, we severed off a boss' head and 
then turned the remains into a mask. Severed 
launches exclusively on Vita this spring. 

Wander is a non-combative, collaborative 
MMO focused on exploration and story, urging 
you to find out the world's deeper mysteries. 
Creative director Loki Davidson spent his time 
traveling and wanted to capture the experi- 
ence of stumbling upon something new and 
beautiful. You start the game exploring a giant 
rainforest as a massive, slow-moving tree, but 
soon you learn how to shapeshift into new be- 
ings, such as a griffin. Whether you're on foot, 
swimming in the ocean, or soaring through 
the sky, the world is full of hidden locales to 
uncover like underwater caves and floating 
islands. Opera singers even guide you along 
the way. Scattered throughout the land are an- 
cient lore stones that provide new insight into 
the world and its inhabitants. Davidson hopes 
these get players talking and communicating 
about their findings, collaborating to piece 
together the larger story and unique cultures. 
Wander hits PS4 and PC in March and will 
cost a one-time fee of $25. 

Zeboyd Games has made a name for itself 


creating quality RPGs reminiscent of 8- and 
16-bit era, such as Breath of Death VII and 
Cthulhu Saves the World. The team's pas- 
sion for capturing the nostalgia for that era 

is evident, and its latest game, Cosmic Star 
Heroine, continues to showcase that. Cosmic 
Star Heroine harkens back to Japanese 
RPGs of yesteryear and is reminiscent of the 
Phantasy Star games, right down to its main 
protagonist. Alyssa L'Salle is a top agent for 
the galactic government, but life becomes 
complicated when she uncovers a conspiracy 
that leads to the government blowing her 
cover as a legendary spy. The turn-based 
RPG has all enemies appearing on the map 
and the combat takes place right on screen in 
the dungeons you're exploring. You can also 
recruit agents and build up a headquarters 

a la the Suikoden series. So far Cosmic Star 
Heroine hits all the right '90s RPG notes. The 
game is set for 2015, releasing on PS4, Vita, 
PC, and Mac. © 
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FAR CRY 4 


With an engaging open world, gorgeous Himalayan setting, and myriad side activi- 
ties for players to indulge in, Far Cry 4 kept the franchise on a positive trajectory. 
But not all of its new features met with success. We spoke with creative director 
Alex Hutchinson about how Ubisoft Montreal approached the fourth installment of 


the series. by Matt Bertz 


The Far Cry franchise is 
unique in that every entry in 
the series prior to this release 
had wildly different gameplay 
conventions. Why did you 
choose to adhere so closely 
with the Far Cry 3 formula for 
the fourth entry? 

| don't really think they have 

had wildly different gameplay 
conventions: Every instance 
(including FC 4) has a bunch of 
unique elements but (and this is 
my wording) they are all open- 
world shooters with animals and 
extreme settings that focus as 
much as possible on emergent 
player stories through mechanics. 
We kept the tower/outpost loop 
from FC 3 because we loved it 
and thought we could expand on 
it, but we also added co-op in the 
open world, choice in the main 
narrative, new weapons like the 
auto-cross and throwing knives, 
new vehicles like the hovercraft 
and gyrocopter, new tools like the 
grapple and mortar, new animals 
like the rhino and the elephant. 
As well as a slew of new side- 
mission types, fortresses, the 
Arena, and Shangri-La within a 
new story, new set of core mis- 
sions and new world. It's interest- 
ing that the tower/outpost loop 

is so visible though that people 
don't seem to see as much of 
the new elements, but there's 

a vast amount of new content 
and features. 


Pagan Min is the most memo- 
rable character in the game, 
but he appears sparingly 


through the course of the 
campaign. Why limit such a 
compelling villain to such brief 
screen time? 

He's actually onscreen for twice 
as long as Vaas was, but yeah | 
think in hindsight we could have 
probably focused more on him 
and steal time/remove some of 
the secondary characters. The 
hardest part is pacing; After you 
meet him we wanted to get you 
to the open world and freedom 
as fast as possible. The conse- 
quence of this is you can run off 
hunting bears for four hours, and 
feel like he never speaks to you 
again, or you can mainline the 
story missions and see him again 
faster. It's a really hard problem 
to solve, especially as our goal 
with FC 4 was to focus on the 
player story as much as possible. 
The other characters are there 

to push you around the world, to 
raise ideas and problems, but the 
story is yours to play out. 


The protagonist, Ajay Ghale, 
had a slightly schizophrenic 
personality. The player has no 
idea what drives this character 
as he’s tripping with druggies 
one moment, then serving as 
the catalyst for change with 
the Golden Path the next. 
This kind of dissonance isn't 
uncommon in open-world 
experiences, but did you ever 
think about addressing it? 

We wanted to address it, but 
not in the way you are implying. 
Ajay is a frame to get you into 
the story but he wasn't doing 


any of those things - you were. 
Most of those activities (usually 
apart from the first, introductory 
one) were optional. You chose to 
keep hanging out with the drug 
dealers, hunting the animals, or 
dismantling Pagan's propaganda 
network, and that's awesome. 
We wanted the player to be at 
the forefront of the game, choos- 
ing what to do, how to do it and 
which of the Golden Path leaders 
to support. We continue to push 
the franchise in that direction, 
with that goal in mind. 


Playing alongside a friend is 
fun, but why did you limit the 
experience to open-world side 
content and fortresses? 

Many reasons: The first is par- 
tially technical in that the story 
missions are often more con- 
trolled than the side content, so 
it's harder to balance and build 
them for satisfying co-op play. 
But also, in tests we saw people 
ignored the story and skipped 
the cutscenes, or worse, a new 
player joined a player near the 
end of the game and had the 
story ruined, so it felt better 
and more flexible to keep the 
narrative missions on one side 
and let players create their own 
buddy stories any way they 
want without interruption in the 
open world. 


How did the secret endings 
come about? Were these 
planned from the outset or 
added later in development? 
We put these in with about six 


months to go, so late-ish in 

the process. The writers, Mark 
Thompson, and myself were talk- 
ing about how we could squeeze 
more player agency into the story 
to let people make more deci- 
sions with consequence, and we 
thought how funny it would be 

to add an ending where if you 
actually listened to the cutscene 
and behaved as you would in 
the real world, then you could 
finish the story without having to 
murder thousands of people. It 
felt fresh so we did it. | also like 
how it then sets expectations 
that you have more choice in this 
game than most, and that holds 
true for many situations. You can 
interrupt a bunch of cinematics 
to shoot the story characters, or 
you can let them live, for exam- 
ple. We called that the 'Shut the 
f--- up' button for cinematics. 
What better way to skip a 
cutscene than with a bullet? 


Far Cry 4 also shipped with a 
map editor. What are some of 
the most unexpected things 
you've seen players do with 
these tools? 

| love the amazing video of one 
player overthrowing an evil goat 
empire; there was one with 
almost no gravity and elephants 
everywhere. So much good 
stuff. Even just more traditional 
outposts set in Shangri-La have 
been amazing. 


The DLC expectations for Far 
Cry 4 are sky-high thanks to 
the wildly successful Blood 
Dragon. Do you think you can 
top it? 

That's a question for you guys to 
answer! Blood Dragon ended up 
being a stand-alone as opposed 
to DLC for FC 3, so the DLC for 
FC 4 won't be as ambitious (it 
will still be in Kyrat, etc.), but we 
have some awesome plans for 
the future. 


G2? BOWFLEX. 
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with the calorie burning power of a stepper, the 
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RPG Renaissance 


As founder of Interplay and creator of games like The Bard's Tale, Fallout, and Wasteland, Brian Fargo is a 
legend. Now, his studio inXile Entertainment is bringing back old franchises like Wasteland and Torment 


through crowdfunding. 


Interplay had a knack for identifying talent, 
whether it was Blizzard, Dave Perry and 
Shiny Entertainment, BioWare, Treyarch, or 
Black Isle (which became Obsidian). How 
you were able to assemble so many great 
young developers? 

My background has always been develop- 
ment. | used to be a programmer myself. | 
think our corporate culture - and | hate to 
even use the word corporate - was talent 
friendly and talent driven. We were able to 
run it like a business and still have our hearts 
in the right place. | think that allowed us not 
just to attract talent, but recognize it and 
nurture it. BioWare is a good example. Their 
first title was not a success. We could've 
given up on them. We could've said, "Well, 
Shattered Steel didn't work. Nice try guys - 
go back to being doctors." But we didn't. 
We said, "We like you. We think there's tal- 
ent here." | remember getting the Dungeons 
& Dragons license at the time and a big 
publisher said to me, "Brian, you just don't 
get it do you?" Because they had a title 
based upon some cartoon characters at 

the time, which was selling like mad. They 
said, "You just keep doing niche work for 
nerds." He outright criticized me for getting 
the Dungeons & Dragons license. Of course, 
that turned into Baldur's Gate and was a 
huge success. 


You created Fallout because you weren't 
able to get the rights to Wasteland from 
EA. How were you able to secure them for 
Wasteland 2? 

We did Bard's Tale and Wasteland for EA, 
and the industry was in this transition. People 
were making games back then like One on 
One: Dr. J vs. Larry Bird. That was one guy. 
Or Archon, which was two people. For the 
kinds of games that | do, | couldn't do it with 
one or two people. | wanted to do something 
more ambitious. | needed writers, musi- 
cians - the whole group. So even though 

we were having success with Bard's Tale 
and Wasteland, | wasn't making very much 
money. | said to EA, “I’ve got to change this 
up. | need to get a higher royalty rate." They 
said, "Oh, we're not giving you a higher roy- 
alty rate." So | said, "All right, then I'm going 
to take some risks and do it myself." 

That's where Battle Chess was born. | 
financed and paid for it, and it was a big 
success. | wanted to keep doing role-playing 
games. | wanted to do Wasteland. | went 
back to EA and asked if there was anything 
we could do. They said, "Yeah, if you want 
to come develop for us." So | said, “| can 
either make $18 a unit or $3 a unit. | can't 
do it. Won't you license it to me?" They said, 
"Absolutely not." 


This went on from 1990 to '93. | finally 
gave up and said, "To hell with it, let's just 
go do something like a spiritual successor." 
That's how Fallout was born. Of course, the 
Fallout franchise...we know the history of 
that. That became big. After | left Interplay in 
2002, | started looking around for things that 
| wanted to do. The thing about trademark 
law is that it's use it or lose it. It's really made 
so that corporations can't squat on them 
forever. | looked and Wasteland hadn't been 
done for many, many years, so that's how | 
was able to get the rights to both Bard's Tale 
and Wasteland. But | went to EA and said, 
"Look, you guys aren't doing anything at this 
point. l'd like to work with you guys on this 
stuff. Let's strike a deal so | can use some 
of the copyrighted material" — remember, 
trademark and copyright are two different 
things. They were reasonable about it, so | 
struck a deal. 


Why did you decide to pursue crowdfund- 
ing for Wasteland 27 

We struggled for years trying to find a busi- 
ness model that worked for us. We tried 
doing some triple-A development, and that 
was a rollercoaster. We did some smaller 
projects that did well and made money, but 
this is the kind of game | like to make, and | 
like to do it with a bigger staff. When | saw 
Tim Schafer launch his Kickstarter, | knew 
that this was probably my last chance - my 
only chance - to do this kind of role-playing 
game, especially Wasteland. 


What are some of the things you 

learned while launching a game 

through crowdfunding? 

| think we've had success because we were 
scratching a genuine itch. If you think about 
the PC RPG market of three years ago, it was 
much bleaker than it is today. A lot of that 

is because of crowdfunding, whether it's us 
or Divinity or Pillars of Eternity. Tim was cer- 
tainly focused on graphic adventure games. 
Ron Gilbert's about to crowdfund his, too. If 
you're going for a lot of money, you need to 
be filling in a category that people genuinely 
want. Had | gone out with my Kickstarter 
and said, “| really want to do a mobile game 
where you're flipping birds out of slingshots." 
| probably wouldn't have raised $10. Who 
wants another one of those, right? It had to 
be things that people were passionate about 
and wanted. Fortunately, that's what | did. 

If you're a new developer and you want to 
do some clever, creative concept, | think it's 
fine - but you have to be realistic about how 
many backers you're likely to get. 

We're at the top end - us and Obsidian - 
50,000 to 70,000 backers. But most of them 
are going to be 1,000 to 5,000, or maybe 
10,000. You've got to know that that's your 
number as far as what you're going to ask 
for. You need to start with the math. Say, “I'm 


probably only likely to get 5,000 people, and 
they're going to pay me $50 each on aver- 
age." It's got to be a clever and compelling 
pitch. | like to see a video of the person. | like 
to see that they're passionate about it and 
how important it is to them. | don't think I’m 
alone: l've backed projects for games that I 
didn't even play later. [Laughs] | was excited 
to help this guy make his vision. When | get 
around to it, || probably play it. Just like how 
|| buy games on Steam and never get to 
them, right? It's not uncommon. 


How have you found the response from 
fans? Were people more forgiving or more 
critical when compared to games that are 
conventionally funded and released? 
| think that, in general, our audience is tough. 
When you compare it to other entertainment 
businesses they are a critical, cynical, and 
smart bunch of people. So, you always have 
your hands full. If there's gonna be criticism, 
I'd rather have it before | launch than after | 
launch, even though things they'd say would 
be brutal. Being a smaller company, we don't 
have a marketing budget so these people 
they are our lifeblood, not just in financing 
but also in PR. I know that, if | make our 
backers happy, they're going to help us 
shout it out to the world - "See | told you, 
| backed these guys." 

| found the whole process invaluable. | 
can't even imagine releasing a game of this 
complexity without it. The idea of operating 
in a vacuum with just a QA department of 20 
people, that just scares the heck out of me 
versus having the ability to put it out there 
through the beta program or early access. 


You've been in the industry for a long time, 
what are the most significant changes 
you've seen? 

The first thing is the whole concept of retail 
becoming digital. That has allowed us to 
have a direct relationship with our players 
and created the explosion of the indie scene, 
because now we're in a business where we 
have infinite inventory [for] catalogue titles. 
That's a big change from the '90s. The sec- 
ond is budgets. My first title was $30,000 
and now you have games costing over $50 
million. That's quite a curve - from $30,000 
to $50 million in a couple decades. The third 
is the tools; that's really caused the explosion 
of titles released. You can have an eight- 
year-old in China putting a game up on the 
iOS store and making money. But it's also 
allowed for me, the mid-sized developer, to 
have our budgets be similar to that of in the 
‘90s. If our game budgets were about $3 
million in the '90s, and now we're spending 
about $4.5 million, adjusted for inflation that's 
almost spot-on. And the salaries were much 
higher than in the '90s, so how are we mak- 
ing games for the same price adjusted for 
inflation? That's because of the tools. ^ 


1981 

OFF THE TRACK 

After leaving a promising 
collegiate track and 

field career for game 
development, Fargo 
publishes his first game, 
the text adventure The 
Demon's Forge 


1983 

NEW VENTURE 

Fargo forms a new game 
development studio, 
Interplay Productions 


1985 

AN EPIC TALE 

After making Mindshadow 
for Activision, Interplay 
scores its first big hit 

with the fantasy RPG The 
Bard's Tale 


1988 
POST-APOCALYPTIC 
Inspired by his love for 
Mad Max, Fargo creates 
the defining game of his 
career, the RPG Wasteland 


1991 

SPOTTING TALENT 
Interplay publishes RPM 
Racing for SNES by the 
small studio Silicon & 
Synapse, which would 
later evolve into Blizzard 


1996 

SMALL BEGINNINGS 
Interplay publishes 
Shattered Steel, the first 
game by an unknown 
studio named BioWare 
started by two doctors 


1997 

SPIRITUAL 
SUCCESSOR 

Unable to secure the 
Wasteland license from 
EA, Fargo makes a 
similarly inspired RPG, the 
classic Fallout 


1998 

DUNGEON MASTER 
Fargo lands the D&D 
license and gives it to 
BioWare. The result is the 
classic Baldur's Gate 


2002 

EXILE ON 

GAME STREET 

Fargo forms a new 
company, inXile 
Entertainment. The studio's 
first game is the 2004 
remake of The Bard's Tale 


2014 

KICKSTARTED 

InXile releases the 
crowdfunded Wasteland 2, 
a dream project of Fargo's 
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Bm g | hen Valve first announced it was partnering 

1 ዥ EN with several manufacturers to unleash a line 

| ከ 01 PCs that would function like living-room 

t i consoles, it generated a great deal of buzz 

E y and some wild speculation that traditional 

) | video game consoles were a dying breed. 

N y Then Sony and Microsoft released their 

new systems and consumers enthusiasti- 

cally adopted that hardware, leaving us to wonder if Valve's 
ambitions were a little grand. 

Valve isn't ready to update us on the state of its Steam 
Controller, but Alienware has tired of waiting for the digital- 
distribution giant and released its version of the Steam 
Machine as a Windows 8 desktop/console. If the Alpha is any 
indication of the future of Steam Machines, then Sony and 
Microsoft have little to fear. 

Our version of the Alpha featured an Intel Core i3 Processor, 
4GB of memory, and an Nvidia GeForce GTX GPU. This 

sounds somewhat underpowered, 


wena ሸቨሸቨመመዘፀፀፀወ but Alienware has optimized these 
| specs so that it plays power-hungry 
$549 | alienware.com games — such as The Witcher 2, 


Metro Redux, and Far Cry 4 - on medium to high settings. In 
some cases, games running on Alpha looked as good, if not a 
little better, than the same software running on the PS4 and 
Xbox One. 

The Alpha also comes packaged with an Alienware-developed 
user interface that allows you to navigate Steam and the web 
using only an Xbox 360 controller (included in the bundle]. 
This worked well with 90 percent of the games we tested, but 
we occasionally had to scrounge up a mouse and keyboard to 
set up a couple titles for the first time. 

Alienware's barebones UI is clunky, and doesn't feature any 
of the prominent media apps present on modern consoles. You 
can stream media on the Alpha like any normal computer, but 
you'll have to boot up the machine in desktop mode and then 
plug in a keyboard and mouse to access those services. You also 
need to switch over to desktop mode to play games via EA's 
Origin service or anywhere other than Steam. 

The Alpha's technical performance is better than expected, 
but it isn't really competitive with modern consoles in any other 
area. Alienware's new box tries to combine the freedom of PC 
gaming with the ease of a console, but it turns out you can't 
have the freedom of a PC without behaving exactly like a PC. 


by Ben Reeves 


Razer Leviathan 5.1 Channel 
surround Sound Bar 

= |f most sound bars seem too big to you, Razer's Leviathan might 
be trim enough for your needs. Less than 20 inches long, it's easy 
to tote around the house, shuffling surround sound between your 
PC and TV. The Leviathan uses four audio drivers and a dedicated 
subwoofer to produce impressive bass that fills modest-sized living 
rooms, and we appreciated how Dolby Pro Logic || codec automati- 
cally converted stereo audio into a simulated 5.1 surround sound. An 
internal Bluetooth receiver also lets you transmit directly to the 
device without turning on the rest of your systems. The Leviathan's 
audio output doesn't have the same 
depth as a true 5.1 system, but it has 
enough acoustic power to compete 


$199 | razerzone.com with sound bars twice its size. 


^ 3 D&D Icons of the Realms 

+. Fantasy Miniatures 

= These awesome premium dragon figures 
are just a couple of the gorgeous new miniatures 
designed by WizKids, which are ideal for use in 
your favorite fantasy RPG or simply for display on 
your shelf. The solid plastics and detailed sculpts 
take these new figures a step beyond many other 
pre-painted options, and the first set includes a 
host of awesome heroes and monsters for your 
weekend gaming nights. Beyond the showpiece 
dragons, look for a starter pack of heroes, as 
well as blind boosters of other iconic creatures. 


$59.99 Per Figure | wizkidsgames.com/dnd 
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THE DECEMBERISTS ፦ 
WHAT A TERRIBLE WORLD, 
WHAT A BEAUTIFUL WORLD 


The Decemberists' seventh stu- 
dio album is full of the band's 
familiar upbeat pop and instru- 
mentally lush indie folk. A varied 
and lively song set includes 

the soaring, sentimental single 
"Make You Better" and the reflec- 
tive ballad "Lake Song." 


$9.49 
decemberists.com 


THE LEGEND OF KORRA: 
BOOK THREE - CHANGE 


Avatar: The Last Airbender deliv- 
ered a narrative on an epic scale 
that was unusual for most ani- 
mated shows. That legacy con- 
tinues in season three of Legend 
of Korra, which sees a return to 
the Earth Kingdom and an epic 
battle against The Red Lotus. 


$19.99 
nick.com/legend-of-korra 


SEGA MEGA DRIVE/GENESIS: 
COLLECTED WORKS 


This loving retrospective to two 
of Sega's most beloved consoles 
features previously unreleased 
game illustrations, hardware- 
production plans, and interviews 
with Yu Suzuki [Space Harrier), 
Makoto Uchida (Golden Axe), and 
Yuji Naka (Sonic The Hedgehog}. 


$54.94 
readonlymemory.vg 


THE STRANGE LIBRARY 
BY HARUKI MURAKAMI 


What began as a young boy's 
trip to the library quickly turns 
into a mystical adventure full of 
mazes, fresh-baked donuts, and 
a strange sheep-skinned man. 
Originally written in 1982, this 
mind-bending fantasy has finally 
been translated to English as an 
illustrated novella. 


$18.00 
randomhouse.com 
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Great Not Good 


Why quality is more than just an ingredient in developing a successful game 


by Barry Meade, Fireproof Studios co-founder 


n the games industry, we talk about mobile platforms opening gaming to the mass 
market, but the real accessibility revolution was in the development community. 
Before digital stores, publishing a game required hilarious amounts of cash, and 
big money invariably means small creative ambition. Triple-A games began to look 
the same. Thousands of sweating employees were warehoused in giant offices 
cranking out versions of whatever shooter/racer/RPG their bosses thought was 
big at the time. 

Then mobile came along and changed everything. You couldn't make full-fat 
games like on Steam, but its digital stores enabled any broke-ass developer to 
self-publish a game and, for a minimal fee, upload it directly to a mass audience. 
Together with cheap off-the-shelf game engines, mobile took a baseball bat to 
the balls of the entrenched industry and the bureaucracy of retail, publishing, 


afford to fund that programmer plus one more 
of us to do art/design for 10 months total, sup- 
ported by the rest of us doing contract work. 
Third, whatever we made would be designed to 
show off touchscreens and tablets as gaming 
hardware. Fourth, we went for high-end devices 
only, cutting off most of the mobile market but 
also most of the headache. Fifth, as quality and 
polish was everything, we designed a game 
with short playtime to ensure anything we gave 
players would be as good as we could make it. 
Sixth, we liked horror games. If we made the 


and bosses. Or so many triple-A employees thought as they excitedly packed their bags and left. game world very dark, we didn't need to build 
So maybe at Fireproof we were coasting on idealism, but in 2012 mobile looked like a gift to lots of assets to fill it up. Horror it was then. 

us. We were a bunch of jobbing contract artists, and the cheapness and openness felt like wings We wanted to make a novel game in our own 

on our back. The market was a blank canvas where everything had been reset to zero and it was style that entertained a lot of people - the base 

all to play for. So at the time, | was surprised that mobile developer events seemed to broadcast ingredients all the best games have. In 2012 

the same very narrow message of what a mobile game should be. Whatever you pitched, it had we released The Room, a puzzle game set in 

to be a free-to-play casual game with gated gaming sessions, locked by timers or difficulty and 8 mildly sinister Victcraftian universe. By the 

unlocked with cash. To make a hit you needed to hire services from PR, marketing, sales, online, standards of the bright, casual-clicking, data- 

user data analysts - the lot. Naturally, developers just starting out can't afford any of this, so before fiddling, free-to-play games everybody was 

you sniffed a keyboard you needed to woo investors or a publisher to pay for it all, each of whom making on mobile at the time, our game didn't 

will bashfully insist on owning your company or your game before so much as flashing an ankle. look like a hit. Besides its grimly ambient tone, 

This was not the reaction to a new, fiendishly open platform we were looking for. In fact this The Room cost the player money up front, it 

"package" for success smelled horribly familiar: It had the sure whiff of the top-heavy console and didn't last for infinity, had no in-app-purchases, 

PC business. no advertisements, and social media doo- 

68686 Before starting Fireproof, we had previously worked five years on the Burnout series for EA. By — hickeys wouldn't help it go viral. It wasn't aimed 

2012, we had nearly a decade of wandering the triple-A wilderness. We were suspicious of that ata particular gender, age, or genre. It was just 

sector's checklist approach to success, yet we found the mobile industry, in some ways, more 8 game in its own right, as novel, or not, as we 
opinion, contact senior formulaic. We didn't have or need megabucks, so we made our own practical decisions to aid us could make it. 

features editor Matt Helgeson make a living as developers. As we saw it, all we could do was try to make 

at matt@gameinformer.com First, as Fireproof were all artists, perhaps we ought to hire a programmer? Second, we could our version of what we wanted mobile games to 
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If you work in the industry 
and would like to share your 


be like. We'd put it up on the store, and if it was 
any good it would sell a few copies. If we made 
it well enough Apple might promote it, but if we 
never made a cent it would be a proud portfolio 
piece for our contract work. If we made our 
money back, we did well. If we earned enough 
to make a second game, we were laughing. And 
if we didn't make a game players liked, none of 
the above would happen. 

Of all the bloody luck, Apple featured The 
Room on iTunes on release day. We hit number 
one in the paid charts in over 30 countries for 
a week. | think our feet had just touched the 
ground in December when Apple declared 
The Room its iPad Game Of The Year 2012. 
That changed everything — no part-time con- 
tract work for us. We were quitting to become 
game developers. 

In December 2013 we followed The Room 
with The Room Two, and as of December 2014 
the series has sold six million copies. So it was 
weird washing up at mobile developer events 
in mid-2013 to speak good news of our suc- 
cess only to notice that, based on some evi- 
dence everybody agreed about, our approach 
of focusing on the game's quality above all else 
was crazy talk. 

In making games, there's always been a ten- 
sion between the creative and business sides 
of the industry. Developers want business to 
use more imagination and execs think creatives 
need to grow a pair, or at least play golf. For all 
the dust our industry raises waffling about how 
best to make games that sell, this is pretty much 
the underlying argument. A common reaction to 
me telling our story was that Fireproof is not a 
realistic example of success on mobile and that 
by "spreading," as one chap put it, our story we 
were giving a false picture of what an average 
developer has to do to succeed. Which is a fair 
point, but | wasn't telling developers to shoot 
for Apple's Game Of The Year as a strategy, just 
to focus on your game. "Everybody knows you 
need to make a good game, but you also need 
(insert my career here) or you're sunk," some- 
body would invariably reply. 

The statement "everybody knows you need a 
good game, but..." is a problem. In our business 
vs. creativity fight, it's our shared wisdom - the 
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rules we're all supposed to agree on before 
slipping on the brass knuckles. l've come to 
see we think it's an objective statement, when 
it surely is not. When | hear the execs of the 
industry use the phrase "it must be a good 
game" to me they're thinking of a checklist: 
“Flashy graphics - check, audio - check, slick 
Ul - check, post-launch campaign - check. 
Okay, I'm investing." 

But to the best developers l've known it 
means something different, something the 
games community and the wider public will look 
at and say, "Ooo, this is good. Check this out!" 
Lots of failed games fit the executive definition 
of what a good game is. What we and other 
devs mean by "You really need a good game" is 
something that can go over big with the wider 
community - something capable of attracting 
an audience. That's nothing easy at all. When 
we say "good," we actually mean "great." 

So to us, "You need a really good game" isn't 
throwaway advice. Novelty, surprise, effort, 
craft, and authenticity really matter in hits, just 
as fresh ideas matter in movies, novels, music, 
and more. You can retort, "Yeah that's hippie 
crap, 90 percent of the industry will fail trying 
that stuff." Well 90 percent are failing anyway, 
and maybe it's because they've been taught 
to think of fresh ideas as "hippie crap." Players 
want the next cool thing. Even your hit-copying 
business is enabled by whoever made the 
hits. It seems that quality is the sharp end of 
the industry no matter what end you make 
your money. 

It's true that quality isn't enough, and it guar- 
antees nothing. But if you compared the top 
10 titles across all gaming platforms, the only 
thing they'd have in common is polished execu- 
tion of a good game idea. They're not the only 
great games around, but are always amongst 
the best. The lesson is pretty basic: Quality is 
not a guarantee of gaming success but it is 
ploddingly, unalterably fundamental to it. On 
balance, the audience stil buys the better- 
crafted stuff, though they may disagree with 
your taste. So the market is not fully irrational, 
and what we do is not purely a lottery. Good 
stuff seems to matter. Maybe that's not much to 
go on, but we placed all our faith in it. 
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Many developers make fantastic games yet 
don't catch a break. In the dark of night, at 
Fireproof we know we got lucky in the cosmic 
sense and that success is somewhat in the lap 
of the gods. But the gods rarely pluck from 
obscurity. A fantastic game has to be made 
nonetheless. The truth is nobody knows what 
a successful game looks like, mainly because 
the audience decides, and they 
don't know it before they see 
it. But if the audience doesn't 
know what it wants, then surely 
it's the job of game makers to 
imagine on their behalf. l've 
come to realize the best game 
developers are their audience. 
They answer to their inner 
geek and in a real sense they 
think as game players before 
game makers. 

But how you you get to that 
elusive high quality? Certainly 
you need to know your craft, 
and your own taste as a devel- 
oper obviously matters. But, 
if you're a gaming nut, you 
already know what qualities to 
chase because you feel it yourself whenever 
your favorite new game makes your hair stand 
up and you squeal with delight. If you're a 
developer who's not chasing a great gaming 
experience, then | don't know what to tell you. 

At Fireproof, we just didn't doubt the joy of 
playing a great game as a sensible, respon- 
sible, businesslike pursuit that has made many 
fortunes before and built the 50 billion dollar 
industry we all sit upon. It only requires being 
a fan and for us, chasing quality was the job. 
Conjuring great gaming moments might seem 
like a form of magic, but we're festooned with 
amazing games proving it's real. There's nothing 
intangible about it. 

Who are you going to believe - some guy with 
a bunch of charts, or the hairs on the back of 
your neck? € 
MVS SVC 
The views and opinions expressed in this column are strictly 
those of the author and not necessarily those of Game Informer 
or its staff 


‘QUALITY IS NOT 
A GUARANTEE 
OF GAMING 
SUCCESS BUT IT 
IS PLODDINGLY, 
UNALTERABLY 
FUNDAMENTAL 
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Super OMASHGE 
Bros. Diaries ይፋ 


interview by Andrew Heiner 


ver the past few months, game director Masahiro 
Sakurai talked extensively about the development 
process behind the new Smash Bros. games. For 


our final look at these games, he answered our questions, 
giving insight into the inclusion of Amiibos and why the 
series dives deep into Nintendo's past. 


Did you have time to incorporate any 
subtle balance changes based on the 
feedback of the 3DS version into the 
Wii U version? 

"Feedback" wouldn't be the exact term 
I'd use, but given that that the release 
dates were staggered, we naturally had 
the time to make some adjustments. 
We've applied a balancing patch to the 
3DS version, and that was also applied 
simultaneously to the Wii U game. The 
aim here was to allow gamers to play 
with these balance settings on the day 
and date of the Wii U release. 

Being able to patch the game this 
time around allows us to adjust the bal- 
ance anytime we want. Howewver, if we 
took the balance feedback we pick up 
from online stats and certain hardcore 
fans at face value, that could make the 
game less fun and/or destroy the bal- 
ance. We attempt to maintain a wide 
dynamic range with the balance, so | 
feel like we need to watch that we don't 
over-adjust in a negative direction, like 
cutting down abilities or trying to have 
all characters playable on an equal 
basis. Having everything be totally fair 
would boost the competitive aspect, but 
runs the chance of it no longer being 
about playing a game. Mediocrity would 
be the worst thing for this. 


What's the process like for determin- 
ing what stages to bring back from 
previous games? 

There're two versions of the game and 
each one offers different stages; it'd be 
impossible to create completely original 
world settings for each one. So one or 
the other might be a stage ported from 
the previous game, and the choices are 
made based on a variety of balance 
decisions - the popularity of the stage, 
whether or not it's a match for the 3DS 
screen, and whether or not two stages 
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from the same setting are getting ported 
(for example, if two different Mario- 
themed stages are ports on both the 
3DS and Wii U version). 


Why did the team decide to include 
two versions of Pit instead of using a 
color swap? 

Allow me to explain a bit about clone- 
type fighters. 

In the beginning, | didn't plan to make 
any of them as separate character varia- 
tions (clones), but rather as color varia- 
tions like Alph or Little Mac. This was 
even if we were going to use different 
voices for them. However, any character 
that gained some uniqueness through 
their balancing needed to be separated 
so their results and statistics could be 
counted properly. It wouldn't have been 
fair to have the results counted together 
even though their strengths differ 
between the variations. 

Lucina was the first to be split off; this 
is because we made Marth's moves 
more standard so he could be easy to 
handle by novice players. 

Dr. Mario already had a clear unique- 
ness, so by letting this character throw 
the fireball in his Dr. Mario costume or 
by cutting out his clear uniqueness that 
was established in Super Smash Bros. 
Melee, we could anger fans. So we 
added uniqueness to him with a stat- 
boost mechanic and split him off as a 
separate character. 

Dark Pit has exactly the same stats 
as Pit, so | first planned to handle him 
as a color variation. However, it would 
have made for a very strange setting for 
Black Pit to be using the Three Sacred 
Treasures, so we gave him a staff. One 
of the designers had also made the 
Electroshock Arm, so this was also 
another reason to make him a separate 
playable character. 


in. 


In the end, what was needed for each 
of these changes was to reduce the 
work required to balance the game. 
Hence all these characters were adjust- 
ed relative to their clone. 

For example, Marth and Lucina would 
only be tested against each other until 
they were roughly equal and in bal- 
ance. For all other fighters, we take 
our results after fighting them against 
several dozen other characters. In fact, 
we set out on the premise that we 
would not include clone characters with 
this work. 


The Smash Bros. games are packed 
with so much information on 
Nintendo's history. Do you just con- 
sider this fun trivia? What importance 
is there in teaching younger genera- 
tions about Nintendo's and the gam- 
ing industry's history? 
| have been playing the NES since | was 
a grade-schooler, just after it came out 
in Japan. l've walked hand-in-hand with 
the history of gaming since, so | have 
a great deal of knowledge in the field. 
However, I’m frankly also getting old. 

Simply retelling stories from the past 
would make me sound like a dodder- 
ing old man rambling to a disinterested 
crowd, so | think it's necessary to 
strike a fair balance between the past 
and present. 

| don't think people look at Smash 
Bros. and consider it an "old" game, 
per se. It is a side-view action game, 
however, which is hardly a new genre; 
that does put us at a disadvantage at 
times when devising the game's visuals. 
Still, we keep close tabs on new games 
as we recall the gameplay elements of 
older titles, attempting to balance the 
two as we go forward. 


I'm sure you're looking forward to 
not thinking about Smash Bros. for 
a while. Do you have any interest in 
developing something different? 
That might be the case, but I kind of 
promised I'd build Mewtwo, so... 

We're currently regrouping the team in 
order to implement Mewtwo. The game 
(not to mention operating the online 
side) is going to need attention for some 
time to come, so it's tough to take time 
off quite yet. 


When did you first hear about 
Amiibos, and how did you decide 
how to incorporate them into 

the game? 

Nintendo first told us about their plan to 
launch NFC-based figures after the year 
2014 began - in other words, pretty well 
toward the tail-end of the project. 

For getting Amiibo involved with the 
game, we tried coming up with ideas 
that wouldn't clash with the core of the 
Smash Bros. titles we've made up to 
now, wouldn't put too much burden on 
production, and provided something 
attractive to players. Having them be 
Figure Players (FP) you can enhance 
and upgrade - in other words, not 
making them player-controlled - was a 
good move, | think, in terms of position- 
ing them as a separate entity from the 
players themselves. 

Having characters mature via a typi- 
cal level-up process is something we've 
seen as taboo in Smash Bros. That's 
because a system where fighters get 
more powerful the more you use them 
goes against the grain of a game where 
people pit their techniques against each 
other. Using FPs instead provides an 
effective way of doing that, and also 
provides another outlet for gamers 
seeking stronger FPs. An Amiibo raised 
up to max power is going to be really, 
really strong, as well as possess a lot of 
personality from a strategic perspective. 
| definitely recommend trying it out. 


Did you consider allowing the fighter 
unlocks in the 3DS version to transfer 
over to Wii U version? 

No, | didn't. The 3DS version came first, 
so the conditions for unlocking fighters, 
etc. there are on the tough side, but | 
still think they come a decent amount 
easier than in previous titles. 

Also, there are a lot of fans who really 
love the "Challenger Approaching!" bits 
where new characters break into the 
battle. Even if they know who's coming 
up, they still see the ensuing battle as a 
lot of fun. | had considered just opening 
up all the fighters from the start on the 
Wii U, but I left those fights in mainly for 
those kind of fans. 

Either way, this is a game you can still 
play long after you've unlocked everyone, 
so | don't think it's a big problem. © 


OS.) New Releases 
› Criminal Girls: Invite Only (Vita) 


03.2 D.I.C.E. 2015 

This year's annual industry gather- 
ing in Las Vegas is loaded to the hilt 
with speakers. From Shuhei Yoshida 
and Sean Murray to Brenda Romero 
and Ru Weerasuriya, we anticipate 
great talks centered on both triple- 
A and indie game development. 

The expo begins today and runs 
through Thursday. 


04 Darth Vader: 

The Lost Chapter 

At the end of Star Wars: A New 
Hope, the Rebel Alliance destroyed 
the Death Star and Darth Vader was 
launched into deep space. We never 
learned what happened next. Marvel 
Comics is filling in this gap with the 
new canonical ongoing series, Darth 
Vader, releasing today. Through this 
story, fans see the Empire's hunt for 
the Rebel Alliance from the perspec- 
tive of the most feared leader in 

the galaxy. 


05 New Releases 
› Dragon Ball ረ Xenoverse 
(PS4, Xbox One, 360, PS3, PC) 


906 Spaceships 

and Dragons? 

All signs are pointing to success 
for the sci-fi action movie Jupiter 
Ascending, releasing today. First, it 
was delayed out of the dull summer 
months into the red-hot February 
blockbuster season. Second, it's 
from the Wachowskis, the minds 


behind massive hits like Speed Racer 


and Cloud Atlas. Third, it has an 
incomprehensible plot with space- 
ships and Mila Kunis. Sign us up! 


05 Breaking Bad 
Returns? 

What was Saul Goodman up to 
before he met Walter White? 
AMC's new series, Better Call Saul, 
explores this idea. Set six years 
before Breaking Bad, the first epi- 
sode kicks off tonight. Will we see 
any surprise cameos? 


IO New Releases 
: Evolve (PS4, Xbox One, PC) 


The Dream 
of Comic Fans 
From the moment that Marvel 
Comics became a juggernaut in 
movie theaters, fans have wanted 


to see all of the characters together 
in a movie. Licensing issues prevent 
this from happening on the silver 
screen, but not in comics. Today's 
new series, Guardians Team-Up, 
unites the Avengers, X-Men, Spider- 
Man, and Guardians of the Galaxy in 
one story. 


13.1 New Releases 
› Kirby and the 
Rainbow Curse (Wii U) 


13,2 Every Action 
Movie in One 

What would happen if you combined 
James Bond, Men in Black, and 
X-Men? You end up with today's 
theatrical release, Kingsman: The 


IO Evolve 


Secret Service. It features a secret 
organization with uniquely talented 
British operatives saving the world 
with high-tech gadgets. It stars 
Colin Firth, Michael Caine, a bunch 
of other British people, Mark Hamill, 
and Samuel L. Jackson. 


17 New Releases 

› Dead or Alive 5: Last Round 
(PS4, Xbox One, 360, PS3) 

› Resident Evil Revelations 2: 
Episode 1 (PS4, Xbox One, 360, 
PS3, PC) 

› Total War: Attila (PC) 


20.1 John Cusack Sucks 
Remember when John Cusack was in 
that funny movie with funny people, 


but didn't add anything to it himself? 
The people behind Hot Tub Time 
Machine 2 certainly do, because 
they've jettisoned the 'Sack for the 
sequel. The funny people from the 
first film return, and are taken to the 
future to stop an assassination. 


20.2 New Releases 

» The Order: 1886 (PS4) 

Resident Evil Revelations 2 - 
Episode 2 (PS4, Xbox One, 360, 
PS3, PC) 


24 New Releases 
> htoL&NiQ: The Firefly Diary (Vita) 
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» PLATFORM » STYLE » PUBLISHER » DEVELOPER » RELEASE 
Playstation 4 |-Player Acton — Sony Computer Naughty Dog 2015 
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Nathan Drake is back in the name of brotherhood for 
Uncharted 4: A Thief's End. For good and for ill 


= Ag መ 


KIMBERLEY WALLACE 


cover story 29 


Nathan Drake has always been a thrill-seeker. He can't resist adventure, 
reveling in cheating death and excelling at overcoming the worst odds. 
Treasure hunting is a drug for him; he's addicted to the adrenaline rush 
of it all, living his life like an Indiana Jones movie. 

In the past three Uncharted games, we've seen Drake struggle with 
his craving for adventure and face the tension it puts on his relation- 
ships, primarily with his love Elena. At the end of Uncharted 3: Drake's 
Deception, he seemingly left it all behind, putting his wedding ring back 
on and choosing Elena over the thrill So what would lure Drake back 
into the treasure-hunting life, risking everything again? The answer to 
that question isn't cut-and-dried, but when his long-lost brother returns, 
everything is turned on its head. 

Naughty Dog is pulling out all the stops to ensure Drake's foray back 
into treasure hunting is the pulp-action spectacle we've come to know 
and love from the series. However, this wouldn't be Naughty Dog if the 
team wasn't wowing us by taking its tech to the next level for a new-gen 
Uncharted game. Naughty Dog is using everything it has learned from 
Uncharted and The Last of Us to push new boundaries with Uncharted 4: 
A Thief's End. Get ready for Drake's most trying adventure yet as ከፀ 
faces enemies, family, nature, and his most dangerous foe: himself. 


Naughty Dog wanted to widen the 
environments, offering more exploration 


cover story 31 
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GROWING TO UNCHARTED 4 

Nearly 10 years have passed since Naughty Dog first started work 
on the Uncharted series. The first game, Drake's Fortune, launched 
in 2007 as an early PlayStation 3 title and impressed with its fun 
gameplay, death-defying thrills, and charismatic protagonist. Since 
then, Naughty Dog has delivered two other globe-trotting entries in the 
franchise along with 2013's The Last of Us, which leveraged the PS3 
hardware to bring us one of the best-looking games of last generation. 
The Last of Us, an emotional game about an apocalypse, garnered 
myriad accolades, winning multiple game of the year awards (includ- 
ing Game Informer's). 

Shortly after, Naughty Dog developed the Left Behind DLC and 
remastered the game for the PlayStation 4 hardware. In hindsight, this 
ended up being a blessing in disguise for Uncharted 4. It helped the 
team learn how to work with the hardware without having to create 
a brand-new game in the process. "Shipping The Last of Us on PS4 
was a huge leg up," says Naughty Dog co-president Evan Wells. "It 
was critical. We learned so much; it was a much bigger task than we 
anticipated. It was instrumental for getting ready for Uncharted 4." 

"Thats why we're in such great shape already and being able to 
show so much," adds creative director Neil Druckmann. 


True to Uncharted: 
a death-defying leap 


Uncharted 4 has been brewing ever since the third game ended. 
A small team broke off to create some core concepts and proto- 
types. Production didn't ramp up until The Last of Us shipped. Half of 
that team moved over to Uncharted 4, while the other half stayed to 
work on Left Behind. When Left Behind wrapped, the studio became 
fully committed to Uncharted 4. "It was good to go in those phases 
because it gave the tech time to get established and some of the art to 
begin development before we had everybody there to say, 'Okay, what 
do | do now?"" Wells says. "We spent a lot of time setting the founda- 
tion, so when everyone got there, we could hit the ground running." 

Building on past technology was one thing, but the team also 
needed to think about Uncharted in a new way that would move the 
series forward. "When we moved on to The Last of Us, we were really 
trying to push wider environments and give the player more choices," 
Druckmann says. "That was our earliest discussion for Uncharted 4. 
What does that mean in the Uncharted universe? Because traversal is 
very different, the pacing is very different, the general feel of the game 
is very different." 

"[The Last of Us] gave us new concepts about how we evolve 
things," says director Bruce Straley. "It's not like we're bored as devel- 
opers. It's that, as players, we want to play a game that is the ultimate 


— retain all pacing, that gives you a better sense of the adventure and 


"E Dane Uncharted 44 World And 
Nathan Drake To tife 


fidelity. “It's always building on top of past technology,” says co-president Evan Wells. 
“The graphics engine probably took the biggest overhaul.” In fact, Uncharted 4 is one 
the first games we've seen that truly shows the potential realism and naturalness in new-gen 
visuals. The precision — straight down to crows feet around Drake's eyes, realistic veins in his 
arms, and a few gray strands in his beard — is mesmerizing. Even the animations have received 
a complete overhaul; there are 60 animations just for Drake picking up something. Every move 
is new, and a lot of effort went into focusing on Drake's climbing animations, especially factoring 
in weight to everything from punches to reaching up to new ledges. Even the grappling system 
has been overhauled, so if you flank an enemy, you don't simply warp in front of him, but you can 
attack from your current vantage point. 

The detail is extensive. A new wind system even affects the way Drake's chest hair moves. The 
foliage reflects the smallest details to the wetness of the leaves. In the PlayStation Experience 
demo, they start off wet and by the end you see them transition to dry. The team even put thought 
into things like how Drake's shirt would crease while he reaches up and having the animations 
reflect his weight shifting as he moves. The redesign for Drake also took time to settle on. The 
artists wanted to show some maturity and passage of time and took into account things like if 
he'd still be wearing jeans or how different he looks with his shirt tucked in or not. 


() ne of the most noticeable parts of seeing the game in action is the jump in graphical 


Uncharted we think it could be. It has such great potential." 

The world in The Last of Us is quieter and more somber than the 
bombastic action of Nathan's Drake's adventures. Naughty Dog had 
to get back to ramping up the energy and going big with the set 
pieces. "Quite honestly, it's a difficult game to design for because 
its so accessible," Straley says. "It has such a fast pace, such an 
adrenaline rush...every mechanic that you add, every choice you add 
as far as how wide you go with the layouts to how does the [climbing] 
piton mechanic actually work... Everything has to be put through this 
test of, ‘What does that mean for traversal and what does that mean 
for combat?'" 

The team has tested and discarded plenty of mechanics to see what 
works for Uncharted. “A lot of things got scrapped and rethought,” 
Straley says. “With that, we've come out with something that can 


exploration, and we can also get the problem solving and engagement 
of the player moment to moment better than ever before.” 

This meant revamping traversal, creating multiple paths for explora- 
tion, expanding the environments, making the A.I. much more compe- 
tent, and adding new mechanics such as a climbing spike and rope. 
Naughty Dog even rethought one of its biggest strengths: cutscenes. 
All of them are now in-engine and real-time, rather than playing back 
a movie as in previous games. "We're constantly questioning how to 
do this better," Straley says. "We want to create an experience that 
resonates with the player. We're trying to create amazingly rich char- 
acters, an adventure for them to go on, and pressure applied to them; 
all of these things have to make sense. | want to feel engaged. | don't 
want to play the same games l've played before." 
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_ AMAN TORN their life continually in danger? And through his relationship with his 
* Everyone has a few skeletons in the closet, but if we learned anything brother, who knows a lot of this stuff, we're going to explore [Nathan 
4rom Uncharted. 3, it was that we really don't know Nathan Drake. Drake's] backstory." 
Uncharted 3*dua into his orphan childhood. The more startling discov- The adventure takes Drake and Sam into Libertalia, a mythical 
ery is that his last name isn't really Drake. As a man we've considered Madagascar colony purportedly founded by pirates. "You're not going 
a descendant of Sir Francis Drake, this put everything in his life into to spend the whole game on this island because we were concerned 
question’ How much of a facade has he been putting on this entire about pacing and showing other things, but even on the island you're 
time? Uncharted 4: A Thief's End deals with these questions, but going to see a lot of different environments and locations," Druckmann 
also put new dilemmas in.Drake's hands. The narrative explores his says. Holding true to the series' heritage, Naughty Dog is designing 
obsession-with the thrill of the hunt. "We're still trying to have Drake this entry as a globe-trotting adventure, and briefly teased snowy 
be an everyman, but more so he is a fallible human being," says writer locales and urban landscapes as possible destinations for Drake. 
Josh Scherr. The journey won't be as simple as merely tracking down the trea- 
. Three years after the events of Uncharted 3, Drake has finally set- sure. Two rival hunters, Rafe and Nadine, are trying to get there first, 
tled down with his wife, Elena. At the start of Uncharted 4, Drake exposing Drake and Sam to even more danger. "Whenever we bring 
is just trying to live a normal, quiet life, but he's pulled back into his out new characters in the series, we want them to bring out more 
old ways when his older brother Sam re-enters his life. All this time, facets of Drake's personality, so you want to have people that are 
Drake thought Sam was dead, but the reunion isn't a relief. Sam brings similar, but also in stark contrast to Drake." Scherr says. 
trouble with him, as his life depends on finding an artifact from one of Rafe is a treasure hunter who has very different morals and 
the most successful pirates in history, Captain Henry Avery. approaches to obtaining the prize than Drake, while Nadine owns a 
Suddenly Drake is lured back into the world he left behind. Sure, he private military agency in South Africa and has hired the best merce- 
feels indebted to his brother, but he also can't resist the adrenaline naries in the world to halt Drake and Sam's progress. Naughty Dog 
rush of getting back in the treasure-hunting game. "Every treasure isn't ready to reveal much other than these rough outlines, but these | 
has its cost," Druckmann says. "We're exploring the toll of these villains play a larger role in the story than past antagonists. "We're | 
adventures on Nathan Drake's life. Why would someone do this? trying to get more moments with the bad guys, so we can get them to 
Why would they enter this kind of life and pursue these things, putting be a little more developed," Scherr says. 


Sam's life depends on this treasure, 
T but what's the whole story? 
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3 ^ : e're guessing Elena isn't going to be happy with Drake getting back into 
ማነ.” treasure hunting. It may have brought the two together, but it's also been a 
constant conflict in their relationship. "Throughout the games, and even the 


. gaps between the games, [their relationship] has been interesting to see," says creative 
director Neil Druckmann. "At the end of Uncharted 1, he's got this woman and they're 
both adrenaline junkies and both treasure hunters. And then we come into Uncharted 2 
and they've grown apart. There are certain things that are very important to Elena's 

life that are very different than the things that are important in Drake's life. And then 
between the adventure, they come back together with Sully's help as well at the end 

of Uncharted 3. You can't have your cake and eat it too, and that's why | think their 
relationship keeps falling apart. The process is exploring that toll of [pursuing] this thing 
that is almost like an addiction. Like an addict who's not paying attention, there's a cost 
to this. You're neglecting everything else around you." 


34 


THE BONDS OF BROTHERHOOD 

The theme of brotherhood is a big part of Uncharted 4 and drives 
much of the experience. Since Drake hasn't seen his brother for 
years, part of the journey entails them getting reacquainted, but Sam's 
appearance also shakes up Drake's world. 

"For Drake, it's a difficult thing," says Nathan Drake's voice actor 
Nolan North. "Sam is a mysterious part of his past. Up to this point, we 
had no idea he had a brother. The regrets, the circumstances of which 
they drifted apart are incredibly interesting. The lack of Sam being in 
Nathan's life for so long is what's driven him in the last games. There's 
mistrust at first, but there's that inner desire with family members. 
Blood is always thicker than water. The idea of Sam reappearing, | 
like to think of it as Drake's a little kid again, and there's big brother." 

Sam is around five years older than Drake, and their relationship is 
rocky to say the least. "As they like to say on Facebook, 'it's compli- 
cated,” Scherr says. "Family itself is complicated. You have some 
relatives that you get along with, others that it depends on the day. 
Drake's brother definitely had a formative influence over his life and 


Are you ready to take another 
adventure with Drake? 


> 


good guy.” 


in together?” 


regardless of what he thinks about his brother, there are certain things 
that you will do for family that you wouldn't necessarily do for anyone 
else. There's that feeling of nagging obligation." 

Drake must confront the tough decision of who takes precedence 
throughout the game, the family he built for himself with Elena and 
Sully or his blood relative, Sam. "Drake has been trying to bring some 
balance to his life and settling down and being with Elena, so this wild 
card appearing is definitely going to gum up the works a bit," Scherr 
says. Naughty Dog isn't confirming much about Elena and Sully's role, 
but, "You've seen Elena and Sully in the previous three games, it's safe 
to say they might make an appearance," Druckmann teases. 

Sam may be in dire need of Drake's help, but just because the two 
are brothers and treasure hunters doesn't mean they always see eye- 
to-eye. Sam is even more reckless than Drake, if you can believe that. 
“He's not a saint, but neither is anybody that Drake hangs out with... 
Sam is a little more willing to cross more lines than his brother is," 


. Scherr says. "He's been through worse scenarios; he's a little more 


weathered, a little more worn down than Nathan is," Druckmann adds. 


ncharted stories have always 

focused on historical figures. So far 

the series has featured Sir Francis 
Drake, Marco Polo, and T.E. Lawrence. For 
Uncharted 4, Naughty Dog wanted to bring 
the swashbuckling spirit to modern day 
treasure hunters. That's why the writers 
chose to dig deep into one of the most 
successful pirates, Henry Avery, who oper- 
ated out of Madagascar. "Funny enough, 
he's not as well-known as a pirate as 
others like Blackbeard," says writer Josh 
Scherr. "What drew us to do it is that he is 
in many ways the most successful pirate 
ever because he raided this treasure fleet 
and got away with a haul that in today's 
money would be worth anywhere between 
two and four hundred million dollars." 

After Avery took down the massive ship 

called the Gunsway to earn his fortune, 
it sparked a massive manhunt for him. 
He spent his time covering his tracks, 
hiding out in places like the Bahamas. "At 
the time, he was a renowned pirate; he 
inspired other people to take up piracy," 
says creative director Neil Druckmann. 
"He also dealt with slavery. He was not a 


Exploring Avery's journey also helps 
Naughty Dog draw out some of its themes 
and compare and contrast him with Drake. 
"Avery's a treasure hunter and Nathan 
Drake's a treasure hunter," Scherr says 
"How are these two similar? How are 
they different? Where does this all tie 
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Sam's voice actor, Troy Baker, finds Sam good at heart and incred- 
ibly charming, but admits the character has some jealousy issues with 
Drake. "There's something that happens when you see that younger 
brother that's just a little bit more charming than you, a little bit more 
better looking than you, a little bit more talented than you, can run 
faster, jump higher — better than you. That's Nate," Baker says. “| 
think before Nate, Sam was the golden child. In reality, anything 
Sam can do, Nate can do better, but | don't think Sam would ever 
acknowledge that." 

Naturally, you can expect plenty of brotherly banter and sibling 
rivalry during the course of the adventure, which actually worked out 
well for voice actors Nolan North and Troy Baker, who are good friends 
off screen as well. "This was an easy fit and we just had to put the 
suits on," North says. 

You can find some of the more humorous moments in the dialogue 
forming from brotherly rivalry as the pair explore together. "One of 
the things that we've been having a fair amount of fun with is just 
the way that siblings treat each other," Scherr says. "There's sibling 
rivalry and gentle teasing. Sometimes not-so-gentle teasing and the 
remembrances of good things they've done together and to each 
other in the past. That's the kind of thing we want to explore. This is a 
different kind of relationship than Drake has been depicted as having." 

Lighthearted banter aside, Naughty Dog thought bringing in a char- 
acter like Sam would allow them to address the hidden side of Nathan 


Drake, giving players a glimpse into more of his past. The third game 
addressed his time in an orphanage, but this takes things even deeper. 
While Naughty Dog wouldn't go into story specifics surrounding Sam 
and Nathan's past, Scherr hinted at some of it unfolding in flashback 
sequences similar to those in previous games. 

"Even Sully doesn't know everything about Nathan Drake, so 
this was an entrance into that," Druckmann says. "There are things 
that Drake doesn't talk about, but having someone else there that 
knows those things gives us the opportunity to poke at them and get 
them out." 


EVOLVING THE UNCHARTED GAMEPLAY 

In early December, Naughty Dog revealed some of Uncharted 4's 
gameplay at The PlayStation Experience expo in Las Vegas. The 
demo, which was received well, has Drake searching for his brother 
after they're separated on rocky shores of Madagascar. High moun- 
tains are in the distance, birds are flying overhead, and he's sur- 
rounded by sharp boulders. The sun isn't shining; it's murky. The 
camera pans to a loud waterfall, harshly spouting water. It's only a 
matter of time before the dangers begin and fans swoon as Drake 
swings through the air using a rope to reach high ledges and attack 
enemies in exciting new ways, such as using a melee move to push 
an enemy up against a wall and steal his gun. 

Throwing enemies off ledges from below also isn't as simple as 
bowling them over; they can now grab Drake's leg at the last second, 
forcing him to kick them off. Movement, traversal, stealth, and combat 
all seamlessly meld together, something Naughty Dog is hell bent 
on sustaining throughout the entire game. "To us, when Uncharted 
combat works really well is when it has a flow to it,” Druckmann says. 
"You're not just behind cover and shooting from behind it, ducking 
back down. It's when your cover is getting flanked and you have to 
move and jump and drop down to another level." 

The rope is just one of the new tools that Naughty Dog puts in 
players’ hands to enhance traversal. "The rope has huge depth," 
Straley says. "You have a Y-axis, it's a full three-dimensional axis as 
far as how you swing across surfaces, how you climb up the rope or 
drop down the rope. You can pin it onto things, so that in and of itself 
opens up the opportunity for the player as well as Nathan Drake to 
engage like, ‘How am | going to get through this?'” As shown in the 
demo, you can use it to wrap around to faraway ledges, or to swing 
into an enemy. 

The other new tool shown off was a piton (metal spike) that allows 
Drake to climb up sheer cliffs. Naughty Dog wasn't ready to talk 
about any of the other new tools, but is working on putting more 
into traversal than merely the rope and piton. "We can use previous 
Uncharted games to say, 'There's breadth," Straley says. The team 
wants to incorporate these items from Drake's toolkit into the puzzle- 
solving as well. 


The AL will work together to take 
you down, requiring you to think fast 
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n addition to a primary treasure, the Uncharted 

games have always had little collectibles along 

the way. Uncharted 4 continues that, but when 
you stumble on any of these items they also might 
contain clues that will lead you to even more trea- 
sures and locales. "Within the artifacts, there are 
notes that you can find and you can flip them over 
and examine them closely," explains director Bruce 
Straley. "You might find little clues or details that lead 
you somewhere else in the environment to find more 
artifacts or treasures in our treasure system." For 
instance, an "X" might appear on your map, indicat- 
ing where you can find valuables. The journal is also 
receiving an upgrade to dynamically fill in with the 
clues you find in the world, so your journal could look 
different than another player's depending on your 
thoroughness and how much you explore every nook 
and cranny. In addition, the team hopes to contextual- 
ize these clues better than before, so they fit with the 
types of places you're exploring. 
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"It's the same stuff you would expect, but now just on a bigger scale. 


* We've got spatial problem solving and now that you have more tools, 


‘we have. ways.to integrate those things. You've had a glimpse at the 
piton and thé rope and now you have that more technical climbing, so 
you combine all those elements for more scope and exploration and 
using all those tools," says co-lead game designer Ricky Cambier. 

As for the puzzles that require you to move things around to open 
doors and rooms, those are still a part of the Uncharted experience. 
“The puzzles in Uncharted 3 were some of the best puzzles that we 
had in regards to.scope and being approachable, but still making 
you think,” says co-lead game designer Kurt Margenau. "We're defi- 
nitely taking that and continuing forward, making sure the player is 
fully engaged." 

Naughty Dog also wants the puzzles to make sense within the con- 
text of the story. "The puzzles are always driven by, ‘Why do | need to 
puzzle solve, who laid out these clues, what are the clues that | have, 
how does the journal play into this, and how do my core mechanics 
play into it?'" Straley says. "We want to find elements of the story that 
we can keep drawing back into these puzzle places." 

During our visit we saw an extension of the demo from The 
PlayStation Experience event, complete with a full new scene after 
Drake finds Sam. Drake is beaten down and exhausted, while Sam 
looks well-rested and ready to hunt. In his state, Drake starts doubting 
the hunt and questions the existence of Avery's secret pirate utopia, 
Libertalia. Sam doesn't want to hear it, saying, "We're buying my life 
back." He's determined to find the treasure, telling Drake to go home 
if he can't handle it. Drake is upset with this remark, asking Sam if 
he knows what he put on the line to help him. Sam fires back, "What 
about what | put on the line? The last 15 years of my life." Before 
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aughty Dog confirmed that multiplayer returns for Uncharted 4: A Thief's End, but the team 
isn't ready to talk about it yet. This shouldn't be a surprise as the games have had this compo- 
nent since Uncharted 2 and Naughty Dog views it as a success in the previous entries. 


things escalate any further, something catches Drake's eye and he 
slowly inches forward. He pulls some foliage back slowly, revealing a 
gray monument with a carving. It has Avery's sigil, renewing Drake's 
hope in the mission. You know he can't resist trudging on now. 
Naughty Dog is focusing on navigational freedom for this entry. We 
witness multiple paths for reaching that final destination in our demo, 
changing parts of how it plays out. While the game is still more linear 
than open-world, you encounter different obstacles based on the 
path you choose. Sometimes this means a new treasure or finding an 
extra cave; other times it might mean bypassing a group of enemies. 


Plenty of side stories and optional encounters are around if you're 
willing to look for them. You choose not only your paths, but also 
how recklessly you play. If you go for risky actions, certain quick-time 
events known as slip events are triggered. For instance, in our demo 
Drake first takes a more adventurous climbing route, while another 
has him going through plant life. Little decisions in how you traverse 
structures also appear. In one, he takes a riskier route that triggers him 
almost falling into the sea, only to get ahold of a rock at last second. 

The goal is to force the player to react and adapt to the unexpected, 
but never punish the player for playing a certain way. All paths have 


be 


Naughty Dog likes to set the tone for 
what's to come with the atmosphere 


It won't always be this tense; expect 
some brotherly banter and teasing 


ni 


consequences; some even feature breakable hand holds, so you only 
have a moment to react. "There's not that golden path," Cambier says. 
"You may turn this corner and find something surprising. Maybe you 
find a grappling hook, or maybe this way you're going to use your 
piton. It's the mix up of your different tools. So every path may have 
that action and tempo that you want." 

Uncharted isn't all just climbing; Drake also must demonstrate his 
handiness with a gun. "As far as the gunplay, it's the Uncharted every- 
one loves - it's tight, fast, cover-based shooting with destructible 
cover everywhere," Margenau says. 
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TAKING THE A.l. TO THE NEXT LEVEL 
Improving the enemies was a primary goal for the team, as they 
wanted them to not be easily outsmarted. "We've really rehauled our 
A.l.," Straley says. "With Uncharted 4, we've had to rethink how the 
A.l. assesses a space, so they can figure out where Nathan Drake is 
and what is the most optimal path for them to maneuver around to 
try to reveal where their target is." This means the ል.1. is likely to call 
out your location to other enemies if you're spotted, or even split off 
to try to corner Drake. As seen in the PlayStation Experience demo, 
one screams, "On the ledge!" to the enemies below to blow Drake's 
cover, forcing him to react quickly and jump down on one, while melee 
attacking another by slamming his head into a wall. 

You also have A.l. on your side. Like The Last of Us' Ellie fight- 
ing alongside you, Uncharted 4 teams Drake up with a companion, 
namely with Sam, who has much stronger combat abilities than Ellie. 
After all, he's an adult and treasure hunter; he knows how to fend 
for himself. "We're trying to explore what it's like to be with some- 
body who's as capable as Nathan Drake and what is that relation- 
ship going to be like? How are these guys going to work together?" 
Cambier says. 

“It's kind of fun to think about two brothers going on a pirate 
adventure together, giving each other s--- and being competitive," 
Druckmann adds. 
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If we know anything about Nathan Drake, 
it's that he's not afraid of what awaits 


Allies also engage in contextual conversations when you come 
across an object, like in The Last of Us. "If you see a mural or some- 
thing, you can then interact with that ally and talk about what you're 
seeing," Druckmann says. 

This also means you can expect some cooperative moments with 
Sam. In The Last of Us, Ellie helped with ladders. For Uncharted, 
Naughty Dog is devising interesting ways to involve Sam in the action. 
"One of my favorite things to do at Naughty Dog is to figure out how 
to build relationships with your NPCs through the gameplay," Cambier 
says. "We've introduced Sam, so there's going to be a lot to do with 
him. He's someone that's capable. He's going to know how to climb. 
He's going to know these things like Nate, so we're going to look for 
ways for you to build that bond and that relationship. There are some 
nice cooperative moments with your brother." 


THE UNCHARTED APPEAL 

While Naughty Dog is set on giving Nathan Drake a deeper journey, 
the team hasn't forgotten the essence of the series. Nathan Drake still 
flies by the seat of his pants and has a quip for every near-death expe- 
rience. "| don't think it's physically possible to have a game without 
humor with Nolan North," Scherr says. North often improvises his own 
lines; even in the demo when he comes across a skeleton hanging 
by his foot, the trademark Nathan Drake responses are dealt, "See 
anyone come along here? Tall, lanky, filled with big, stupid ideas about 
pirate treasure?" Then when he passes the skeleton, he remarks, "You 
tried to climb up there in those boots?!" 

Uncharted is about surviving with a smirk. The demo shows the 
high-octane action has been amped up with more realistic tussles 
and more extreme traversal. Cambier says it best when he discusses 
going back into the Uncharted world and what he loves about it. 
“.... Getting into that high adventure again." he says. "The pacing of 
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he biggest question surround- 

ing Uncharted 4: A Thief's 

End has been if this will be 
Nathan Drake's final tale. “[We want 
to] do this franchise justice, evolving 
itin an interesting way and having 
people reflect back on Nathan Drake 
and how much time they spent 
with this character. That sense of 
closure," says creative director Neil 
Druckmann. During our trip, the word 
closure was used often when talk- 
ing about Drake's story, but Naughty 
Dog isn't giving a straight answer 
on whether this would be his last 
bout. However, it isn't hard to read 
between the lines that some sort of 
finality is coming. The E3 trailer had 
both Drake and his partner in crime 
Sully saying, "one last time." 

With so much uncertainty though, 
the question of when to move on 
from a character had to be asked. 

“| think you just have to assess the 
story of the game and how it fits 

the greater kind of story that's been 
evolving and morphing over the fran- 
chise and ask yourself, ‘Where does 
this character go?'" Druckmann says. 
"I'm not talking specifically about 
Nate, but even on The Last of Us, 
when a character can't go anywhere 
else, then it's time for that character 
to leave or die or have their exit, 
whatever that means." 


Uncharted. The adventure of Uncharted. The mystery of Uncharted. 
The way that Nathan Drake is this lovable rogue and can get into those 
tight, overwhelming situations, but has all these tools to make the 
escapes at just the last moment." 

This also wouldn't be an Uncharted game without the iconic set 
pieces, like the train sequence from Uncharted 2, or the plane scene 
from Uncharted 3. However, Naughty Dog is hoping to balance out 
the sequences to keep you constantly surprised. "We've evolved the 
concept of set piece," Straley says. "From Uncharted 2, it was bom- 
bastic and big. And then In The Last of Us, it was like, 'Well, set piece 
can also mean something very intimate and personal.' So now our 
concept of set piece is, 'What's something impactful that we can do 
to switch expectations and how can we have it emotionally charged?' 
We want to constantly surprise the player, so it can be really intimate, 
or really big and bombastic.” 

Just like our all-around hero, Naughty Dog is leveraging the tech 
to enhance every type of moment, whether it's a grand, on-the-rails 
action sequence or a quiet moment between two brothers. That's 
probably.the biggest takeaway from our time at the studio - how 
focused the team is on pushing the boundaries and making not only 
the most polished, but also the best balanced entry in the series. 
Naughty Dog sets a high bar with all its projects and hasn't failed 
to deliver yet, and now it's looking to set an impressive benchmark 
with new-gen technology: a completely seamless experience. After 
all, do we expect Nathan Drake to have his PS4 debut with any- 
thing but a bang? If he's getting back in the game, he's most likely 
pulling out all the stops for his biggest adventure — both physically 
and emotionally. © 
MEAE MEME “ያ ታኑ 
Visit gameinformer.com/uncharted4 for a month of bonus content including character profiles and 
video interviews with the developers and voice actors Nolan North and Troy Baker 
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SS NA The classic adventure franchise returns in an episodic 
wA revival from The Odd Gentlemen and Sierra 


nyone who played adventure games in the ‘80s and ‘90s proba- 
bly has a list of favorite series and one-off titles from the era, like 
Quest for Glory or Day of the Tentacle. However, one franchise 
towered above the others in those days: King’s Quest. Sierra’s 
flagship product from designer Roberta Williams set the genre 
standard with gorgeous visuals, rewarding puzzles, and accessible storytelling 
that players of all ages could enjoy. Even though the last official entry released 
in 1998, many fans have yearned to return to the adventures of King Graham 
and the rest of Daventry's royal family. That time has finally come; it's time to 
dust off your blue adventuring cap and step into Graham's boots once again. 
Developer The Odd Gentlemen (supported by Activision's newly revived Sierra 
branch) is bringing back this timeless and revered series in a way that honors 
the past and brings something compelling to a new audience. 


by Foe Fuba 
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A Classic Returns 


ዳ onsidering The Odd Gentlemen's previous work ዕበ 
titles like The Misadventures of P.B. Winterbottom, 
the fact that this quirky and clever studio is making 
an adventure game is already exciting. Dealing with a 
well-established property like King's Quest adds a special 
level of challenge to the project, since the team wants 

to respect the previous entries while still exploring new 
territory. "This isn't a reboot, and it's not necessarily a se- 
quel," says creative director Matt Korba. "It's a reimagin- 
ing. Everything that exists in the past games is still canon. 
These stories exist between those stories." 

Over the course of five episodes, the new King's Quest 
lets players experience Graham's previously unknown 
adventures. "We're definitely not retelling the old games," 
Korba says. "We're nodding to them and respecting them, 
but this isn't King's Quest | HD." The new scenarios deal 
with some of the blank spots in the King's Quest timeline. 
How did Graham become a knight in King Edward's court? 
How did his young love with Queen Valanice develop? 

"It's great, because when [Sierra] created the games, 
they left a lot of really cool breadcrumbs for what could 
have been side stories," says The Odd Gentlemen vice 
president Lindsey Rostal. "It was like, 'Hey, let's pick this 
up and start to develop these components." 

These tales from the past are framed by Graham's 
present; he is now a very old man, and he is recounting 
his adventures to his granddaughter, Gwendolyn. She's 
an energetic youngster who eats up the stories of Gra- 
ham's exploits, and she is eager to have her own exciting 
stories to tell. The two characters are situated on oppo- 
site ends of the adventuring spectrum — Graham's days 
are almost done, and Gwendolyn's are just beginning — 
but their shared enthusiasm creates a special bond. 

Gwendolyn visits Daventry every summer, and spends 
much of the time in her grandfather's bedchamber listen- 
ing to — and learning from — his stories. This premise 
provides a unique opportunity to tie the past and present 
together; each episode has narrative threads in both 
time periods, usually linked by common themes. In the 
first installment, Gwendolyn (daughter of Alexander and 
Cassima) has signed up for a fencing tournament with 
her cousin Gart (son of Rosella and Edgar). Gwendolyn 
has doubts about her ability to succeed — doubts that 
Gart encourages. So Graham tells Gwendolyn about 
how he overcame the odds to become a knight. 

Each episode follows this core formula, with Gwendolyn 
seeking advice and Graham doling it out by telling a story. 
However, in the first episode, players get an additional 
sequence at the beginning that eases them into the 
reimagined universe. 


Into Ihe Well 


nstead of a bunch of cutscenes and tutorials, your 
1 King's Quest adventure begins with Graham walk- 

ing up to a well in the woods. Fans of the original 
should recognize the scene immediately, and the narra- 
tion of old Graham sets the stage for the much younger 
Graham players are controlling: “| had not been back 
there in years, but it was the last place left to look." 

Despite the team's desire to avoid retelling familiar 
parts of Graham's adventures, this opening sequence is 
an exception. It reinterprets Graham's acquisition of the 
magic mirror from the dragon in the well from the first 
King's Quest. If that isn't significant to you, don't worry. 
"We want to make sure that if you've played all of the 
King's Quests and you're the biggest fan - like | am — 
you are going to appreciate this and get the hidden 
nods," Korba says. "We also want to be sure to make a 
game that, even if you haven't played any of them, you 
can still enjoy this as your first one." 

Players guide Graham down the forest path and toward 
the well. Like many modern entries in the genre, you con- 
trol the character directly, and interact with objects in the 
environment with the press of a button — you won't be 


The watercolor visuals lend a gorgeous, 
hand-painted vibe to the environments 
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cdl several different phases of his life 
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using a text parser or cycling between “walk” and “talk” 
icons. “We wanted to boil everything down to a one- 
button context, so that the puzzles come out of the depth 
of the gameplay, not necessarily the weird interface,” 
Korba says. Even though the way you interact with it has 
changed, King’s Quest is still a pure adventure game 

in the classic sense, emphasizing puzzles, exploration, 
and storytelling. You won't see any technical platforming 
sequences or action-heavy combat encounters. 

After lowering the rope and climbing into the well, 
Graham sneaks through a series of tunnels in a vast 
underground cavern, the snores of the dragon thunder- 
ing from within. Mattresses litter the environment along 
the way, and even hang from the ceiling by ropes. As if 
echoing the player's thoughts, Gwendolyn's voice inter- 
rupts, "Wait a minute! Beds hanging from stalactites?" 
Graham assures her that all will be explained. In fact, 
later in the episode, players return to the well as an even 
younger Graham, and see the origin of several things - 
stray arrows, forgotten skeletons - that might have 
seemed too convenient or conspicuous the first time 
through. Most episodes will stick to a single phase of 
Graham's youth rather than time-hopping, but this helps 
tread both new and familiar ground for the first episode. 

The puzzles in this section aren't too complicated, 
considering it is the player's introduction to the mechan- 
ics. Graham encounters a few switches that need to be 
turned and platforms that need to be lowered, but the 
most rewarding moments come from your non-essential 
interactions. When Graham walks by a bed, you can 
choose to have him jump in. Via narration, old Graham 
explains that this is an urgent situation, and no time to 
hide under the covers. However, if you continue to jump 
in the bed, old Graham admits that he did take a brief 
nap on an abandoned bed in the depths of a cave. 

At one point, Graham chooses between two switches 
to open a door - one with a skeleton lying nearby. Even 
though the correct answer is obvious, the temptation 
to pull the lethal switch is tempting, and the results 
are predictable and amusing. "Obviously, death was a 
big part of the originals, and we want to keep that in," 
Korba says. "We're not going to have anything where 
you're playing the game for six hours and then get 
stuck, but we really like the deaths." 

If you kill Graham, the framed narrative structure 
makes it easy to jump back in. Old Graham explains the 
situation like, "That's what would have happened if | did 
that," or silences Gwendolyn's protests with excuses 
like, “| just wanted to see if you were paying attention." 
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Different Kinds Of Good 


raham makes more significant choices than 
E what switches he pulls. At the end of the well 

sequence, he comes face-to-face with the 
massive dragon guarding the magic mirror. Simply 
dumping a bucket of water on the beast won't do 
the trick this time; Graham distracts the dragon and 
makes for the exit, but eventually is cornered and 
forced to make a decision. Using a bow he finds in the 
well, Graham can shoot the beast in the eye, blinding 
it and buying time to escape. He can also shoot a 
feeding bell, drawing the dragon away. Lastly, he can 
shoot the shackles binding the dragon, setting it free. 

Whichever path you take, you see consequences of 
these actions ripple out into later events and episodes. 
A blind dragon might cause problems for the people of 
Daventry down the line, while one that Graham freed 
out of compassion could offer him assistance. One 
important thing to note is that this choice is gameplay- 
oriented - not conversation-based. "We're trying to 
do all of our big choices through gameplay," Korba 
says. "We do have branching dialogue, but we wanted 
to make sure that it wasn't just a choose-your-own- 
adventure game through dialogue." 

Another important point about Graham's choices is 
that all of them are appropriately heroic. "We didn't 
want it to be ‘good Graham’ or ‘bad Graham,” Rostal 
says. "Graham is always good. He always does the 
right thing, and we wanted to reinforce that through 
your decisions." In these situations, each of the choices 
embodies one of three core traits: wisdom, bravery, and 
compassion. Howewver, you aren't likely to stick with 
a single approach the whole time. "In any given play- 
through, you're going to change those up," Korba says. 
"We're going to challenge you; we want to make sure 
that each playthrough isn't just one of those paths." 

One of the things to consider when making your 
decisions is the fact that Gwendolyn is listening. "Each 
episode, Gwendolyn has a problem of her own that 
she faces in the castle - things you would normally 
deal with growing up," Korba says. "The story that 
Graham shares with her influences how she faces 
her outcome at the end of each episode." If Graham 
shoots a dragon in the eye to blind it, what message 
does that send to his impressionable granddaugh- 
ter? You have to balance the Graham you want to be 
against the Gwendolyn you want to influence, and you 
see the results of those actions as Gwendolyn's char- 
acter develops over the course of all five episodes. 


This situation presents players with three choices. THE BLACK SHEEP 
Ihe bell, dragon, and wheel each represent a different 

virtue, and shooting them carry different consequences d PE original King's Quest 

titles star King Graham or mem- 

bers of his family. The one excep- 

"^i whey abi | tion is Kings Quest VIII: Mask of 

T. Eternity, in which a man named 

" ኤ LE À Connor has the leading role. This 

፤ | eighth installment is also a divisive 

entry in the series; it transitioned 

to 3D graphics and incorporated 

more action elements. How is The 

Odd Gentlemen approaching this 

anomaly in Kings Quest history? 


“Kings Quest VIII exists,” says cre- 


ative director Matt Korba. “Were 
not doing a lot with Connor — we 
might have a cameo fit into it — but 
we re focused on the core family." 
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Staying Open 


the linear intro in the well, the world opens up. 

Instead of a prescribed path, you have a whole 
forest to explore. The solution to every puzzle won't 
just be sitting around in the immediate vicinity; you 
need to explore and observe, and this means paying 
careful attention to your surroundings and remember- 
ing details for later. "We're really trying to focus on 
screens," Korba says. "What's the point of this screen? 
What's the mood of this screen? What [the original 
KQ games] did really well is that everything had a 
purpose - especially in the earlier games.... When you 
go back and play King's Quest |, it almost feels like an 
open-world adventure game." 

In the forest, time jumps back a little; Graham was 
already a knight when he went into the well to retrieve 
the mirror, but this sequence features a gangly teenage 
Graham hoping to gain knighthood. Each subse- 
quent episode jumps forward in time a bit, showing 
Graham as he progresses from an awkward kid to a 
seasoned veteran. 

To start down his destined path, Graham enters an 
elimination contest where he contends with three other 
knights. However, his odds aren't looking good; before 
the tournament begins, each of the other contenders 
finds a way to one-up Graham by gaining entry before 
him. "We wanted to make Graham (and the player) feel 
not as strong as the strong knight, not as fast as the fast 
knight, and not as smart as the smart guy," Korba says. 

Young Graham's plight ties into Gwendolyn's dilemma 
in the castle - her cousin Gart seems like a shoo-in to 
win the fencing contest, so why should she even bother? 
Gart doesn't directly antagonize her; he loves her, but he's 
pretty sure he's going to succeed Graham as king, and 
thinks Gwendolyn should stop playing silly games. With 
any luck, Graham can inspire her with his tales of valor 
and ingenuity. We can't reveal exactly how he overcomes 


E xploration is a key part of King's Quest, and after 


THE SLAVE NAME 


Grahams son Alexander was raised 
in captivity, bound to the service of 
an evil wizard. During that time, 
he didnt know he was a prince. He 
didnt even know his real name — 
instead, he was called Gwydion. 
Gwendolyn is Alexander's daughter, 
and her name is inspired by the one 
her father once carried. Though you 
might think Alexander would prefer 
to forget everything about that time 
in his life, the truth is the complete 
opposite. Why would he name his 
daughter after his slave name?" 
says creative director Matt Korba. 
‘ Because, for him, getting through 
that is a moment of pride.” 
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The intro sequence is linear, but the world opens 
up to exploration and freeform puzzle-solving 


his opponents to claim the knighthood, but it involves 
some of his signature quick-thinking and improvisation. 

In some cases, the ways Graham accomplishes his 
goals vary, adding flexibility to your adventuring. For 
instance, Graham needs to obtain the eye of a beast to 
enter the contest, but there are multiple things in the forest 
that qualify - and each is obtained in a different way. In 
another instance, he needs to find a replacement wheel to 
repair a woman's carriage, but several large and circular 
objects accomplish the task. This approach encourages 
experimentation, making players feel like they are finding 


their own solutions rather than hitting on the only one the 
game designer intended. Not every crazy idea works, but 
in true King's Quest style, you want to fill your pockets 
with useful items just in case they come in handy. 

“We have an inventory system, so you can try different 
things and get different results, like trying to give some- 
one an item they're not supposed to have," Korba says. 
"That, to me, is a key part of what makes a game like 
this. We weren't going to get rid of the inventory system, 
we weren't going to get rid of that point-and-click feel- 
ing. We just couldn't use a mouse for everything." 


e 


—— “4 


The Williams meet with The Odd Gentlemen 


to see the future of King’s Quest 
=. 


Getting The Blessing 


hen it comes to influential figures in adventure 
gaming - and gaming in general - Ken and 


Roberta Williams are among the elite. The 


Williams co-founded Sierra - Ken was CEO, and Roberta 


designed games like King's Quest and Phantasmagoria. 
The success of their company and the impact of their 
games had an enormous effect on the industry, and The 
Odd Gentlemen wanted to be sure that the new King's 
Quest found harmony with the Williams' view of the 
series' identity. 

Ken and Roberta Williams have been out of the gaming 


industry since departing Sierra, but they agreed to 
meet and check out The Odd Gentlemen's vision for 
the future of Daventry. "It was really important for us to 
get their blessing," Korba says. “| was super nervous... 
but as soon as they walked in the room, my fears just 
went away." 

"What we saw felt like a natural extension of the series, 
but brought up to today's graphic and interactive stan- 
dards," Ken Williams says. "Most telling was that both 
Roberta and | wanted to play the game. At least from 
where we were standing, it looked like they had nailed it 
on making the game fun. It is easy to make a game pretty, 
or showcase new technology, but making something that 
is fun to play is the toughest challenge of them all." 


Some sequences are presented with more cinematic action 


"She actually said, ‘I'm excited to be able to pass the 
hat to you guys,” Rostal says. 

If the Williams' opinion is any indication (and it 
should be), The Odd Gentlemen are on the right track. 
The studio understands what made King's Quest 
great in the old days, and how to translate those 
pillars of gameplay, story, and visuals into a modern 
experience. Based on what we've seen so far, gamers 
won't be disappointed - even considering the weight 
of expectation that comes along with the King's 
Quest name. 

"Some people have asked, 'Isn't that a lot of pres- 
sure?” Korba says. "I'm like, ‘Yeah, but | wouldn't want 
anyone else to do it." 


ONE STEP ATA TIME 


Hair, but the gameplay remains purely adventure-focused 


The first episode of Kings 
Quest releases in the fall, 
and while plans are still be- 
ing made, Sierra and The Odd 
Gentlemen dont want to 
keep fans waiting more than 
a couple months between in- 
stallments. And what if the 
five episodes are a resound- 
ing success? Could we see 
even more Kings Quest in 
the future? “It's definitely a 
structure that we've thought 
far ahead on, says creative 
director Matt Korba. "But if 
we only make it to these five, 
this will be a complete piece." 
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the new systems to their max and sticking to tried-and-true franchises to 
maximize revenue potential. Developers, on the other hand, are still in the 
discovery phase. With only one new-gen game under most of their belts, 
studios are only beginning to understand how to get the most out of these 
new systems. 

Given these realities, 2014 didn't produce instant classics like last year's 
The Last of Us, Grand Theft Auto V, and BioShock Infinite. The pool of qual- 
ity games was also shallower than in years past, continuing the trend of 
publishers releasing fewer games with more marketing backing rather than 
spreading themselves thin. 

While the opening salvos in the new-gen wars like Destiny, Titanfall, 
and Watch Dogs may not have met the world-changing expectations 
set prior to their release, that's not to say we didn't have a worthy 
collection of experiences to enjoy. Nintendo's first-party lineup helped the 
Wii U stave off extinction, the indie space continued to flourish, and PC 
gamers once again arguably enjoyed the best software library of all. 

In the following pages we glance back at 2014, chronicling the highs and 
lows of another year of interactive entertainment. Here are our choices for 
the top 50 games of the year, listed in order of release. 


BY GEINE INFORMER STAFF 
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ASSASSINS CREED ROGUE 
NOV 1! 


ssassins are good, and Templars are bad - or are they? This entry in Ubisoft's 

flagship franchise challenges the traditional interpretation of these warring 
factions by casting players as an Assassin-turned-Templar. Rogue builds on Black 
Flag's strong gameplay foundation, refining and expanding the core mechanics 
without straying too far from the formula fans know and love. 


: -N CEST, መ 
MMO 


WOR CP winner: 
WARLORDS OF DRAENOR 


ጊለሪረ oW's latest expansion refines and refreshes the 10-year-old MMO. The 
new Garrison feature allows players to develop their own fortresses 


alongside traditional dungeons, raids, and questing. Many of the old systems have 
small-but-significant changes that keep things fresh during the leveling process 
and beyond, and new players can jump right into the game at level 90. 


nity deftly resets the series while still recalling its glory days with Ezio. Paris is 
the perfect location for co-op missions, Nostradamus riddles, and assassina- 
tions that give you more options in how you coordinate your kills. Of course, Paris is 
the city for lovers, and the story of Arno and Elise provides a good setup for this return 
to form - despite some bugs getting in the way. 


Ubisoft 


(Last Year: 4) 

Far Cry 4, Assassin's Creed: 
Rogue, and South Park were 
the best of the Ubi catalog. 
Smaller games like Valiant 
Hearts and Child of Light found 
a home next to high profile 


titles like Watch Dogs, AC Unity, 


and The Crew. 


Take Two 

(Last Year: 1) 

Take Two rode the long tail 

of GTA V all the way up to the 
new-gen release. Civilization: 


Beyond Earth and Borderlands: 


The Pre-Sequel were well 
received, though WWE under- 
whelmed and NBA 2K15 had 
more online problems. 


Microsoft 


(Last Year: 8) 

Not a lot of first-party games, 
but Forza Horizon 2, Sunset 
Overdrive, and Fantasia all 
reviewed well. Microsoft 
released Project Spark and 
Halo Collection for Xbox One, 
and brought World of Tanks to 
the 360. 


AZ ith a gorgeous Himalayan setting, memorable villain, and campaign 
that takes cues from its direct precedessor, Far Cry 4 proves the enter- 
tainment value of an open-world shooter done right. Some of its most notable new 


features (like co-op) fell a little flat, 


but that didn't deter us from hunting vicious 


honey badgers, capturing outposts, and exploring the varied terrain. 


Sony Computer 
Entertainment 


(Last Year: 3) 
The PlayStation exclusive 
lineup of AAA games was 


shallow (Infamous Second Son, 


Driveclub, MLB 14: The Show) 
but Sony also supported small 
format games like CounterSpy, 
Hohokum, and Murasaki Baby. 


(Last Year: N/A) 

The Japanese publisher 
doubled down on difficult 
games with Dark Souls Il 

and Lords of the Fallen to 
great success, while also 
collaborating on the runaway 
hit Super Smash Bros. 


Warner Bros. 

(Last Year: 7) 

Warner's small pool of games 
was largely reliant on the 

Lego brand after Batman was 
delayed into 2015, but Shadow 
of Mordor was a solid debut for 
new-gen systems. 
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» Platform 
PlayStation 4 


» Style 
] -Player Shooter 


» Publisher 
Sony Computer 
Entertainment 
» Developer 
Ready At Dawn 


» Release 
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in Black of the Victorian age, hunting 

down lycanthropic creatures embed- 
ded into their society. Other times these 
dapper, well-spoken agents are fighting 
more conventional, gun-toting enemies, 
like an organized crew of rebels on an 
assassination mission. The latest slice of 
The Order: 1886 that Sony is showing off 
doesn't highlight the exciting werewolf 
threats, but it does take place on a lavish, 
spectacularly designed airship sailing above 
the United Kingdom. 

Sir Galahad and the rest of his knights 
begin the mission by rappelling down the 
side of the airship Agamemnon, flagship of 
the United India Company. The dirigible's 
final destination is New Jersey, but the 
dramatic events soon to follow will leave its 
fate literally up in the air. Galahad descends 
into the cabin of the airship after a scripted 
sequence that only requires a few button 
presses. The group steps onto an intricately 
detailed catwalk within the balloon, with gird- 
ers and struts extending and crisscrossing in 


| ከፀ knights of the Order are like the Men 


every direction. The visual detail is impressive, 


down to the way the lighting reflects off the 
carefully placed rivets. 

The team splits up in an effort to faster 
confirm the presence of a VIP aboard the 
ship. Galahad and his comrade, the silver- 
tongued Lafayette, skulk toward the cockpit 
on a mission to reroute the ship. My first 
taste of combat begins when the duo tosses 
a smoke grenade at the pilots and bust in. 
Well, it's sort of combat. Galahad lunges 
at his enemies and triggers a slow-motion 
quicktime event. He handily dodges bul- 
lets and disarms the hostiles, assuming you 
time your button presses correctly. If you 
fail, expect to watch him die a quick, brutal 
death before restarting the sequence. These 
sections are decidedly old-school, calling 
back memories from Resident Evil 4's copi- 
ous interactive cutscenes. Repeating these 
archaic segments isn't particularly fun, so 
hopefully they're rare. 

Galahad leaves the airship's control to 
Lafayette and sneaks off deeper into the 
flying machine. He's stopped by a pesky lock 


that he opens using a steam-powered device. 


This minigame involves rotating one analog 


stock to locate and release the tumbler. 
It's mundane, old-hat game design that 
feels out of place in The Order's ambitious, 
high-concept world. 

Next, Galahad sneaks past a few patrol- 
ling guards in a brief stealth sequence. The 
mustachioed knight automatically adheres to 
walls to better hide himself, but you can also 
snap faster to cover Gears of War-style with 
a button press. These wandering sentries 
have awful peripheral vision, making evading 
and sneaking behind them for a violent con- 
textual takedown a breeze. 

The path leads to a balcony overlooking 
a grand hall below, with bourgeoisie nobil- 
ity mingling amidst uniformed soldiers. The 
knights of the Order notice a few of these 
guards are missing insignia patches on their 
arms, indicating that they must be under- 
cover rebels with bunk disguises. Their 
mission aboard the Agamemnon is to assas- 
sinate the VIP, and the knights have to stop 
them. | identify the rebels and quickly shoot 
them down. 

The room explodes into an all-out firefight 
once the assassination target flees the room 


to safety. Rebels come out of the airship's 
ornate woodwork, spilling into the room with 
machine pistols blazing. Picking them off 
through my crosshairs feels good, but my 
ammo eventually runs dry and | pick up a 
new gun. The aforementioned comparison 

to Gears of Wars' cover system is reinforced 
when | use the assault rifle. The cover-based 
shootouts and third-person aiming feels 
similar to Epic Games’ series, and that's a 
good thing. Unfortunately, my firefights never 
evolve into anything more than whack-a-mole 
with guns, though watching the skirmish 
eventually tear apart the gully in glorious 
detail is a treat. Sparks fly off steel, pots and 
pans go flying, and steam erupts from the 
pipework of the kitchen. 

The action continues to escalate from here - 
the rebels had a far more spectacular contin- 
gency plan in store in case a precise assas- 
sination failed. | won't spoil where the events 
go from here, but I'm excited to see how The 
Order's mission in the sky concludes. 

We only have a few months until we find 
out how the rest of The Order: 1886 plays 
out. I'm eager to get my hands on the full 
game, though the by-the-numbers firefights 
and quicktime events have me worried that 
the final product may be more style over 
substance. Fortunately, the Victorian Age- 
setting, intriguing premise, and groundbreak- 
ing visuals may be enough to carry Sony's 
new IP if all else fails to impress. » Tim Turi 
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Bloodborne 


ለ tSony's first PlayStation Experience 
LÀ expo, From Software president Hidetaka 
በከ Miyazaki walked thousands of scream- 

ing fans through a live presentation of 
Bloodborne to show off a new feature called 
Chalice Dungeon. 

When the player procures an item called 
the Holy Chalice and uses it to perform a 
"sacrifice," which hasn't been revealed yet, 
the game procedurally generates a Chalice 
Dungeon. "The dungeon is very much like a 
roguelike game in how it is created," Miyazaki 
says. "It changes its experience depending on 
the player and hunter." 

The dungeon remains fixed for players, 
meaning if it proves too difficult early on, 
you can return to it. The randomly generated 
traps, secrets, and enemy locations remain 
intact for future attempts. These dungeons 
support Bloodborne's cooperative gameplay, 
and can also be shared with other players. 

The Chalice Dungeon Miyazaki shared is 
set in Y'harnam's underground, starting with 


human-made enclosures and progressing to 
a dangerous and darkly lit swamp. One of the 
enemies that lurks in this area is a lumbering 
giant, standing roughly 15 feet tall. It wields 

a curved blade that appears to be imbued 
with magic that makes it molten. Any swipe 
the giant makes creates a blaze around his 


feet. "His weapon is already red-hot, and 
combined with a tar-like substance it only 
increases in power," Miyazaki says. 

The fire attacks end up being foreshadow- 
ing for the boss encounter, a giant, flame- 
clad guard dog. The flesh is melted off its 
face, and its eyes have been replaced with 


flames. The dog can rear up on its hind legs 
to smash the player and the cooperative 
player. Attacks landing on the beast's belly 
stun it for a few seconds. When it comes to, 
it spews a molten mess from its mouth. The 
creature is aggressive and equally engaged 
in dealing damage to both players. Although 
the co-op team was diligently trying to fell 
the dog, the demo came to an end before 
they could deliver the killing strike. 

We likely won't have a clear understand- 
ing of how big Y'harnam and Bloodborne 
are until the game ships, but the inclusion 
of shareable, procedurally generated maps 
means players won't have to look far for new 
experiences. The Chalice Dungeon is not a 
part of the critical path, and sounds like it's 
going to deliver a hell of a challenge. Here's 
hoping that the rewards (and potential 
weapon drops) that these dungeons 
hold are randomly generated as well. They 
could be a great outlet for loot grinding. 
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» Platform 
PlayStation 4 
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(4-Player Online) 


» Publisher 
sony Computer 
Entertainment 
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Supernatural 
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Drawn lo Death 


From the creator of Twisted Metal and God of War 


publicly defused speculation that he 

could be attached to a new God of War 
game, some people clung to hope that his 
new studio, The Bartlet Jones Supernatural 
Detective Agency, would bring Kratos to 
PlayStation 4. At Sony's first PlayStation 
Experience expo, news broke that Sony 
Santa Monica is working on a new God of 
War title, and Jaffe's team is creating an 
intellectual property called Drawn to Death. 
While having little in common with God of 
War, this PlayStation 4 exclusive has a little 
bit of Twisted Metal in its blood. 

Drawn to Death has a visual style all its 
own, bringing the disturbing illustrations from 
a high schooler's notebook into the frame- 
work of a four-player competitive shooter. 
This distinct graphical style started when 
Jaffe played Super Dodge Ball on Super 
Nintendo. “| drew this stick figure with a 
dodge ball, Jaffe says. "| said ‘Let's do a 
dodge ball game. A stick figure dodge-ball 
game! It started like that and sort of evolved 
into [Drawn to Death]. | started thinking about 
it right after God of War over many years, and 
it eventually turned into the game here." 

Drawn to Death tells its story through the 
teen's illustrations. All of the characters 
represent aspects of the people he knows in 
real life. His thoughts are scrawled crudely 
on the skybox, on building walls, and on 
billboards that reveal hidden messages when 
shot. "There are a lot of things about his life 
in all of the levels," Jaffe says. "His thoughts. 
Things his girlfriend said. We included a lot 
to discover and read in all of the levels and 
through all of the characters." 

All of the characters in the Drawn to Death 
demo are distinct and carry a Twisted Metal 
vibe, such as a chainsaw-wielding teddy 
bear that represents the teen's unloved step 
dad. "The soldier character represents his 
brother," Jaffe says. "And the punk repre- 
sents him. He's just kind of being irreverent." 

Like the Twisted Metal games, the arena 
in this demo holds many secrets that can be 
used as weapons against your opponents. 


z: ven after game director Dave Jaffe 


Shooting an illustration of an eye on the wall 
awakens an alien beast that swipes his ten- 
tacle. If a rival player is in the area when this 
happens, they'll sustain significant damage. 
"We really like that kind of [experience] 
where if you explore it will pay off," Jaffe 
says. "There's lots of things to look at and 
discover to make the world feel like this kid's 
imagination has gone crazy. He's not some 
twisted, dark kid that's ready to snap. He's 
a kid who is dealing with his parents, his 
girlfriend. He's really creative, but he's not 
the world's greatest artist. He's going to do 
boob jokes and butthole jokes because they 
are funny, but he's also going to get out his 
emotions about things going on in his life." 
The world and action embody the juvenile 
tone of the teen's illustrations. One weapon 
is a lizard that doubles as a flamethrower, 
another has profanity in its name. A power- 
up in the game summons the teen's hand to 
interact in the game world, much like the foot 
from Monty Python's Flying Circus. The action 
is fast and frantic, allowing players to sprint, 
double-jump, and reach high vantage points 
with ease. The weapons are goofy in concept, 
but are dynamic and deep. The dodge ball, 
for instance, can become more powerful if a 
player throws it against a wall and catches 
it. Another firearm that resembles a shotgun 
gains blades when its shots land on a player. 
The blades trigger a minigame similar to Gears 
of War's reloading mechanic. If the player can 


time button presses correctly, the shotgun 
becomes lethal with the blades. Regarding the 
potential of a weapon-progression system, 
Jaffe says, "Skill should be the only determin- 
ing factor. If you've been playing this for a 
year, and | just come in and |'ጠ awesome at 
these types of games, the only reason you 
should win is you know the map better and 
are more comfortable muscle memory-wise. 
It should never be because you have better 
weapons. It's not meant to be a game that is 
‘play it a lot, unlock stuff, dominate." 

Given that the game is just for four players, 
the arenas are small, but the action is heated. 
All of the people who played the game at 
PlayStation Experience had the chance to 
talk about their experience with Jaffe and the 
team from Bartlet Jones. “| want to do this 
every month," Jaffe says. "It's the best focus 
test you can have. They don't owe you any- 
thing and they aren't paid to be here. They 
are paying with their money. They're going to 
give you honest feedback - 'We love it, we 
hate it,' stuff like that. We're pulling in reams 
of data. When we get back to the office on 
Monday, we have probably 700 items to go 
through based on this play test. We're going 
to go 'Okay, let's pick the most important 
ones and get on that.' The hope is that with 
each show, peoples' enjoyment of it gets 
better and better until we are ready to launch 
it. | love that we were able to do it. | hope we 
can do it more." » Andrew Reiner 
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Unt Dawn 


hat’s scary for one person is rarely 
W the same for another. Some of us 

get squeamish at the sight of blood; 
others believe in the supernatural and 
wouldn't dare touch an Ouija board. At the 
same time, plenty of people can face these 
things without any fear. Until Dawn is intrigu- 
ing because it takes into account that not all 
players are the same, offering choices in your 
scares and how you survive. 

Little has been revealed about Until Dawn, 
but its premise has always intrigued me - a 
story-driven horror game that focuses on 
creating an emotional experience by directly 
involving the player in the decisions. Telltale's 
The Walking Dead has already proven how 
effective this can be, especially in the areas 
of suspense and emotional investment. 


In Until Dawn, eight friends become 
trapped during a mountain getaway. Before 
| started my demo, | was asked to take a 
brief survey, which inquired about which of 
two things was more horrifying to me. For 
instance, are you more scared of the dark or 
of massive crowds? Are needles or suffoca- 
tion more disturbing? Depending on these 
answers, the section you play can change. 
The one difference | noticed was the killer 
either chases you with a needle or a mask to 
suffocate you based on your answer to the 
aforementioned question. 

The portion | played starred Hayden 
Panettiere (Heroes) as Samantha, putting her 
in an all-too-familiar horror scenario. Samantha 
is taking a bath and listening to music, but 
there's someone watching her. Samantha 
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doesn't see the figure, but gets the sense 
something isn't right. She then walks around 
the house, calling out the names of her various 
friends. As she does, little touches add to the 
terror like a clock chiming startle. The tension 
is great; you're just waiting for the figure to 
reveal himself and balloons with arrows are 
leading you to the moment. The final balloon 
pops and as Samantha moves forward, you 
see the leg of someone behind her. 

As Samantha enters the next room, a 
sinister voice booms through speakers, 
taunting her and then showing her the video 
he took earlier of her in the bath. Soon a 
masked figure appears and the chase is on. 
Samantha has options around every corner 
on how to best this crazed man. | wish the 
choices had more variety, as the majority 
were relegated to whether she should run or 
hide. It's all about timing and looking around 
to assess the situation before you commit, 
but it felt like some of these decisions came 
down to luck. After choosing to run when I 
should have hid, the masked man comes in 
and suffocates me to death. 

| start the demo again and choose to hide 
at the right moment. This lets Samantha's 
story go on; the demo ends without a death 
scene, but she is still in peril. If she survives 
is anyone's guess, and with the level of 
choice Supermassive Games is after, her fate 
is most likely in your hands. 

After playing, | want to see more. The whole 


concept of the game relies on the butterfly 
effect, and I’m interested in how far-reaching 
these choices go. If Supermassive Games 
succeeds, it could be one of the more intrigu- 


ing titles to hit next year. » Kimberley Wallace 
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Building a bigger world and better horse 


» Platform ince its reveal at the past E3, Nintendo which Aonuma places a navigation beacon points out the horse is smart enough to 
Wii U S has offered few details about the first without having to enter a map view. Once his dodge the trees without much input from the 
» Style Zelda title for Wii U. Zelda creator destination is in place, Link takes a flying leap player. "Real horses don't run into trees very 
1-Player Action/Adventure Shigeru Miyamoto and series producer Eiji from the mountain and produces the Sailcloth often,” he says, adding the team has been 
» Publisher  ^Oonuma recently showcased some gameplay mid-air (an item that appeared in Skyward working on small touches like this. 
Nintendo from Link's next adventure revealing a small Sword) to gracefully drift to the ground below. During the E3 reveal, the highlight of the 
i fin number of new details, while reconfirming The navigation beacon set in place in the trailer showed Link leaping in slow-motion 
Nintendo What was shared at ES. world automatically appears on the map, from Epona’s back to fire an arrow in mid-air 
The Zelda series has always offered an which is viewable on the GamePad. Miyamoto atan enemy. This was more than just a cool 
» Release open, explorable world, but Zelda Wii Utakes leaned over Aonuma playing the game and scene - it's a gameplay mechanic. In the 
2015 it a step further. In Miyamoto and Aonuma's tapped the zoom button to offer a peek at the demo, Link leaps from Epona's back, taking 
brief gameplay session, we see Link follow seemingly large world map. a cue from Max Payne and entering a bullet- 
a path to the top of a mountain and enter After landing, Aonuma finds Epona and Link time-like state to line up his arrow shot at 
first-person mode to take in his surroundings. takes off into a wooded area on her back. As assorted moblins in the environment. 
In the distance there is a strange tower, on Link rides Epona through the trees, Aonuma Other small details from the demo include 


Link swinging his sword from Epona's back, 
Epona is more self-reliant, requiring edible fruit like apples growing on trees, and 
less input from the player — insects and wildlife appearing throughout the 
7° world. In one area we see Link and Epona 
riding through the grass alongside a small 
herd of wild horses. 

The familiar heart and magic meter are 
located in the top left corner of the screen, 
but other assumptions about the game are 
not immediately apparent. Neither Aonuma 
nor Miyamoto have explicitly called the world 
Hyrule, and we have yet to see Link wearing 
his iconic green tunic. On both occasions he 
has been wearing blue. 

Even after this gameplay preview, we still 
don't know much about The Legend of Zelda 
Wii U, but Aonuma is confident it will release 
in 2015. » Kyle Hilliard 
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from the studio that brought us the criti- 
cally esteemed Fire Emblem: Awakening. 

This new game, Code Name: S.T.E.A.M., 
sounded odd: a strategy game that stuck 
tightly to an over-the-shoulder third-person 
camera set in a steampunk world inspired by 
American comic books and featuring a who's 
who of 19th century literary figures. On 
paper, Code Name: S.T.E.A.M. seems like a 
grab bag of disparate ideas, but in practice 
we discovered that these wild concepts 
combine into a delightful strategy game. 

The title opens when London falls prey to 
a horde of ice-powered aliens. In order to 
combat this menace, Abraham Lincoln (yes, 
the American president) assembles an elite 
team of steam-powered warriors including 
the civil war legend Henry Fleming, folk hero 
John Henry, and swamp rapscallion Tom 
Sawyer. All of the characters come equipped 
with unique special weapons. For example, 
Tiger Lily has a Medi-Mortar, which heals 
any ally in its blast radius. Meanwhile, new- 
comer Randolph Carter (from H.P. Lovecraft's 
Cthulhu universe) has a meat shooter that lays 
tasty treats on the ground to attract aliens into 
your line of fire. 

During one early mission, we lead a group 
consisting of Henry Fleming, John Henry, 
and the Lion from the Wizard of Oz - who 
proved not to be so cowardly at all - on a 
race through Buckingham Palace to rescue 
the Queen of England. Thankfully, our motley 
crew is more than up to the challenge. 

At the start of each turn, characters have a 
set level of steam they can use to either move 
or attack. Since Code Name: S.T.E.A.M. 


| ast E3, Nintendo revealed a new title 


doesn't have a traditional overhead view, you 
have to send your characters out into the 
environment to scout each level and uncover 
the location of your foes. If you run across a 
large group of enemies, you can backpedal 
to regain some of your steam. Unlike some 
strategy titles, you can fire off many attacks 
each round, presuming you have the steam 
to power your weapons. However, you might 
be better off saving a portion of steam for 
the enemy round, which allows you to take 
overwatch attacks at passing enemies while 
they regroup. 

Code Name: S.T.E.A.M.'s missions don't 
take very long to complete, but each level is 
worth exploring. During one mission, fired 
on a chandelier and sent it crashing on top of 
several enemies' skulls, killing them instantly. 
Other corners of the palace were filled with 
coins that could be collected to unlock new 
sub-weapons, such as a Bananapult that 


Each character also has special that doen't use steam. 
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shoots bananas, causing enemies to slip and 
become stunned. Additional collectibles, 
called gears, allow you to upgrade the amount 
of steam your characters bring into each level. 

Save points, scattered throughout the envi- 
ronment, add another wrinkle to the strategy. 
While saving is free, you can pay money at 
these save points to heal your squad. Code 
Name: S.T.E.A.M. offers a reasonable level 
of challenge, so healing your squad might be 
the optimal choice, but it also means that you 
lose some of the money that you could use to 
expand your loadout for future levels. 

Code Name: S.T.E.A.M. is one of the 
strangest strategy titles l've ever played, but 
its unique perspective on the action seems 
refreshing. Intelligent Systems has a strong 
history that includes Fire Emblem: Awakening 
and the Advance Wars series, so this is one 
strategy game that 3DS owners should keep 
on their radar. » Ben Reeves 


» Platform 


3DS 


» Style 
| -Player Strategy 


» Publisher 
Nintendo 


» Developer 
Intelligent Systems 


» Release 


Spring 
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» Platform 


Xbox One * PC * Mac 


» Style 


| -Player Strategy 


» Publisher 


Double Fine Productions 


» Developer 


Double Fine Productions 
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its sleeve; everything from its tactical 
| interface where deadly enemies hide 
behind a fog of war to its top-level strategy 
that lets player accelerate through time while 
researching new tools feels reminiscent of 
Firaxis' recent strategy masterpiece. 

Double Fine made no secret of its love for 
strategy when it raised $1.2 million during 
a Kickstarter for this game, but now that 
we've had a chance to kick its tires we've 
discovered that while Massive Chalice may 
feel familiar in a lot of ways, it's still different 
enough to stand on its own. 

The game begins with you being crowned 
the immortal emperor of a fledgling king- 
dom surrounded by an evil force called the 
Cadence, which is slowly eating away at 
your nation. Through a series of battles, you 
push back against the Cadence. 

Your army is a diverse collection of heroes 
with varying abilities. Hunters fight using 
giant crossbows, but can also enter stealth 
mode in order to scout ahead and get the 
drop on foes. Alchemists throw a variety 
of explosive flasks at enemies, damaging 
large groups and doing corrosive damage. 
Caberjacks are the heavy melee units who 
use massive battering rams to bludgeon their 
enemies into submission. 

During a series of battles, | encounter a 
range of foes that require me to use dif- 
ferent tactics. An early enemy called the 
Tantrum isn't hard to kill, but they travel 
in packs and run toward groups of your 
heroes like a kamikaze before exploding 
into a pool of corrosive sludge. Meanwhile, 
Bulwark are gorilla-sized fossil monsters 
that grow an outer layer of bones every time 
they get hit, making them tougher to kill 
the longer you engage them. During a later 
skirmish, | encounter a praying mantis-like 


፻ assive Chalice wears its XCOM love on 
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enemy called the Wrinkler; these creatures 
aren't particularly deadly, but every time 
one of their attacks connects, they age my 
characters by five years, which impacts my 
approach to the strategy layer. 

After each battle, players pop out to a 
bird's-eye view of their kingdom where they 
can build up their empire, recruit new heroes, 
and research new equipment. As heroes get 
older they slowly become less effective in 
battle, so it's often good to retire your units 
into a position where they can train new 
troops or help research new equipment. 

Heroes can also become regents and be 
married off to procreate and raise the next 
generation of Cadence slayers. | install a 
41-year-old alchemist named Israel Solreign 
as one of my regents and marry him off to a 
34-year-old woman named Krum Wander. 
Israel has a nervous trait, which gives him 
decreased accuracy, and | hope that his 


rs can take some of their heroes and set them up as regents - | 
‘to be married off to raise up the next generation of Cadence slayers 


less favorable traits aren't passed onto his 
children. As luck would have it, a few years 
later, Elza Solreign is born, and she takes 
after her mother, who has a nimble trait that 
increases her dexterity. Elza also receives a 
dormant trait from her parent called hearty, 
which grants her a boost to HP. 

| enjoyed playing matchmaker and watching 
my rookies slowly grow into an army of war- 
hardened heroes, but Double Fine's unique 
strategy game isn't nearly as polished as | 
would hope. The controls are finicky, there isn't 
much variety to the mission structure, and the 
enemy A.l. seems to mostly sit still in the dark 
until your heroes come find them. Howewver, 
Double Fine still has a great basic design for a 
strategy game that does some unique things. 

Massive Chalice recently launched on 
Steam Early access, but the studio still has 
a few months to tighten up the loose ends 
before it officially launches. 


Ben Reeves 
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Lord British is back 


ichard Garriott, a.k.a. Lord British, is schools, combining Chaos magic withranged gameplay loop become established, featuring ‘Platform 
the creator of the Ultima series of role- combat or Moon magic with heavy armor. freeform exploration and combat. For players PC 
playing games. After a brief hiatus follow- Players can also specialize in crafting — who enjoy wandering in the woods searching Style 


ing the release of Tabula Rasa, the legendary a complex web of gathering, refining, and for resources to craft new goodies at your MMORPG 
developer is returning with a new studio and production that should keep even the most base of operations, that’s an option. Don't Publisher 
a new game touted as the spiritual successor enthusiastic crafter bustling and busy. want to mess around with that? Find a local Portalarium 
to Ultima Online. Failing to secure the Ultima In stark contrast to many other MMORPGs barkeep and ask around - rumors may lead 
property from Electronic Arts, Garriott settled today, Shroud of the Avatar features a fully you deep into the sewers or dungeons where 
on a new name, Shroud of the Avatar. offline single-player mode that's expected to your combat mettle is constantly tested. Since 
With a focus on player housing, crafting, have over 40 hours of content, including ethi- the experience is largely freeform in the open 
exploring the sandbox world, NPC interac- cal dilemmas and player choices that have world, if you're prone to exploration you may 
tions, and combat, Shroud of the Avatar takes meaningful impact on the story. Multiplayer end up delving into extremely dangerous - but 
a different approach to the now-standard is also different than the norm, where players rewarding - locations. 
theme park MMORPG model. In addition, can opt to play solo, with friends, or with the If you're looking for a fresh MMO experi- 
players can choose to experience much of the greater community. ence with an open-ended sandbox core, keep 
content in a single-player package, or embrace The project is still in Early Access alpha an eye on Shroud of the Avatar as it marches 
traditional multiplayer role-playing alongside a mode, but already we're seeing a solid core toward release this year. » Daniel Tack 
"pay once to play" model that balances future 
content launches against in-game currency. The journey takes you to a wide variety of environments | _ 
One major difference in Shroud of the > ነ i! 
Avatar is that the housing system is not ም 
instanced and is part of the world itself. While 
many MMORPGs place housing options in 
their own space far away from civilization, 
landowners in Shroud of the Avatar have their 
buildings front and center in player-occupied 
space. Customization options are impressive, 
with the ability to select paintings on walls to 
choosing tables, chairs, and other decora- 
tions. From cabins to castles, the housing 
system lets players become a living part of 
the ongoing world. The housing system goes 
even further, allowing guilds and players to 
become owners of entire towns. 
Shroud of the Avatar features 20 different 
Skill trees so that players can mix and match 
to create a distinct play style. Instead of 
pigeonholing players into archetypal classes, 
you're free to dive into combat and magic 


Developer 
Portalarium 


Release 
2015 


LÀ 
ክም 
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» Platform 

PC 

› Style 

| -Player Strategy 
(8-Player Online} 

i» Publisher 

sega 

» Developer 

The Creative Assembly 


» Release 


February 17 


ምሥ 
- M 


ብ ረ 


us to the dawn of the Dark Ages. Turn- 

based real-time tactics are the name of 
the game as players control factions like the 
Visigoths, Ostrogoths, Vandals, Saxons, and 
Franks and battle against oppressive Hun 
forces. With Attila in command of the oppos- 
ing forces, there's a long journey ahead 
as you attempt to hold back the tide of his 
numerous hordes. 

Total War games often provide players with 
reasonably fair starting conditions against 
enemies, but this is not the case in Attila. 
You square off with an immensely powerful, 


| he ninth installment of Total War takes 


unrelenting foe putting you in a position of 
survival, not a war of parity. While players 
begin the campaign with a ton of territory, 
they are beset on all sides right at the onset. 

You have access to many familiar tools 
in your quest to rally your armies, including 
tech progression, politics, and civic manage- 
ment. But in Attila, fire can be a major factor 
in combat and siege scenarios, spreading 
from unit to unit and wreaking havoc on 
morale as it terrifies troops. If enough fire is 
laid down on the battlefield, troops may even 
become uncontrollable. 

Expect to see plenty of fire as you explore 


the new siege-escalation mechanic, which 
demonstrates the attrition that would happen 
during an actual siege. The longer a siege 
continues without a battle on the campaign 
map, the more will be destroyed when the 
fight actually goes down, simulating your 
siege weapons and sappers wearing down 
the defenses behind the scenes. Siege esca- 
lation can destroy buildings, expose weak 
points to exploit, and start crippling infernos. 

Another new feature in Attila is scorched- 
earth policy and the "raze" option. This method 
completely destroys a region and all buildings 
in it. Why would you consider this option? 
You're going to be controlling a rather expan- 
sive empire in Attila, and the time may come 
where you are simply not able to manage and 
keep control of everything. The best choice 
in a situation may be just consolidating your 
strength and burning a city to ashes to deny 
your opponents from taking control. In addi- 
tion, razing a settlement provides you with 
a one-shot glut of instant resources to help 
offset the loss of potential long-term gains. 
While razed settlements can be brought back 
to livable conditions, there's a huge monetary 
and time investment to do so. 

With new mechanics coming to the fore- 
front of the never-ending war, Attila is shap- 
ing up to be a robust peek into the dark ages 
of warfare. | ጠ looking forward to razing 
settlements, starting fires, and laying siege. 

Daniel Tack 


ungeons 2 


Undergound management ma 


f you've been pining for a new Dungeon 
Keeper game, look no further. 

Dungeons 2 blends classic Dungeon 
Keeper-style dungeon development with over- 
world invasions similar to real-time strategy 
games. Players alternate between developing 
swarms of snotlings, brewing beer for their 
minions to keep them happy, setting up traps 
to keep their dungeon safe from invasion, and 
eventually laying siege to the enemies above 
their lair by micromanaging their teams of 
orcs, goblins, and other hardy assailants. 

Gameplay takes place above and below 
at the same time, with the control scheme 
swapping for the situation. In the dungeon 
it's business as usual as you drag and drop 
your minions and smack them around to 
increase their efficiency, create rooms, 
and mine gold and mana to power your 
ever-growing army. Above ground, you 
control smaller bands of units to complete 
objectives. You may also run into various 
challenges below ground, from monsters 
like spider queens threatening to encroach 
on your territory to the constant threat of 


invasion crews from the humans above. 
Managing your home and away teams is 
important, as you don't want to have nobody 
left to protect your lord by sending out all 
your fighting units to the lands above. As 
your troops battle on the ground, it's impor- 
tant to keep an eye on the goings-on below, 
making sure your minions are paid and get- 
ting enough booze to stay happy. You're 
also going to want to make sure you keep 
researching new things at your workshop, 
as your traps will keep your home safe when 
you're committing the bulk of your forces to 
an overworld assault. 

From our hands-on time with Dungeons 2, 
the underworld gameplay channels the old- 
school Dungeon Keeper feel, while the real- 
time strategy aspects in the overworld add 
a twist to the traditional experience. While 
the assortment of critters available to con- 
trol is limited, gameplay opens up with new 
options as you unlock mana in the middle to 
end of each map, allowing you to augment 
your brutes with powerful spells and take 
out entire legions of opposing forces with 


Your minions will need tasty 


brew to stay motivated 


potent powers. The maps feature handy quest 
indicators on them to help you direct your 
minions should you find yourself wondering 
what to do. 

Dungeons 2 features multiple factions to 
master, each with different units and special- 
ties. Along with a single-player campaign, up 
to four players can play online for some multi- 
player mayhem. 

With some serious nostalgia factor and some 
new tweaks on the formula, we're looking 
forward to diving back into the dungeon sim. 

Daniel Tack 


Platform 
PC 


Style 
| -Player Strategy 
(4-Player Online) 
Publisher 
Kalypso 


Developer 
Realmforge 


Release 
2015 


Plot out your course to 
create the perfect dungeon 
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Outstanding. A truly elite title that is nearly perfect in every 
way. This score is given out rarely and indicates a game 
that cannot be missed. 


Superb. Just shy of gaming nirvana, this score is a high 
recommendation because the game reviewed is head- 
and-shoulders above its competition. 


Very Good. Innovative, but perhaps not the right choice for 
everyone. This score indicates that there are many good 
things to be had, but arguably so. 


Average. The game's features may work, but are nothing 
that even casual players haven't seen before. A decent 
game from beginning to end. 


Limited Appeal. Although there may be fans of games 
receiving this score, many will be left yearning for a more 
rewarding game experience. 


WA Á CAME MONTH 
: 95 Hearthstone: Goblins vs. Gnomes 


y Hearthstone's domination of digital card games continues with its 
first full expansion. Goblins vs. Gnomes provides new cards that 
add an element of chaos to the mix, but using those cards well 
and adapting to the changing conditions still require skill. Spending 
hours exploring the new wrinkles of this expansion is a pleasure - 
as if you weren't playing Hearthstone enough. 


Flawed. It may be obvious that the game has lots of 
potential, but its most engaging features could be Awarded to games 


E that score between 
undeniably flawed or not integrated into the experience. PLATINUM 9.75 and 10 


Bad. While some things work as planned, the majority of 
this title either malfunctions or it is so dull that the game 


Awarded to game 
falls short as a whole. n 


A GO LD that score between 
Painful. If there is anything that's redeeming in a game of 3 and 9.5 

this caliber, it's buried beneath agonizing gameplay and | 

uneven execution in its features or theme. Awarded to games 


Broken. Basicall gp that score between 
y unplayable. This game is so insufficient SILVER “ገሚ” 

in execution that any value would be derived in extremely ጋ ana 6. 

small quantities, if at all. 


The award for the 


cermamcformer 
or | most outstanding 
Fake lobster. Who are you trying to kid, "lobster"? À GAME»: MONTH game in the issue 


For more information on the age classification ratings in our reviews, head to gameinformer.com/ratings 


Be the first to know with 
the free Gamestop App 


# Download on the GET IT ON 


€ AppStore ፪፪ም Google play 


The Power of Trade 
With the new Trade Center, you can find out what GameStop 
is paying for your games, electronics, and more. 


We buy your games, electronics and 


more for cash or credit My Stuff 


LEARN MORI The GameStop app keeps track of your games, codes, 


coupons and pre-orders, helping you get what you want, 


when you want. 


Everything You Want 
at Your Fingertips 


Whether you want to pick up the next purchase at your 
home store or have it delivered, we have you covered. 
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Check inventory at Browse the rewards Get the latest info on 
nearby locations and catalog and redeem upcoming games, including 
select your home store your points for coo! stuff. videos, images, and more. 


Visit gamestop.com/app for more information 


A six-part episodic series 
based on the HBO show that 
focuses on the little-known 
House Forrester 


Similar animation and 
character mode! details to 
Telltale's other games, but 
with texturing that mimics 

a mural painting. The 

character models for the 
show’s cast look good, but 
are not as expressive as the 
new characters 


Peter Dinklage turns 

in a great video game 
performance for a change, 
channeling Tyrion's bitter 
tone perfectly. The voice 
actors for the Forresters fit 
well with the existing cast 


A conversation simulator 
that pushes players to make 
difficult choices quickly. 
Quick-time events are held 
to a minimum, but are overly 
easy when used 


An intriguing and 
suspenseful first look into 
the Forresters' lives that hits 
all of the tones that Telltale 
and George R. R. Martin are 
known for 


Low 
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Game Of | ከ 


'OTICS. 


Episode 1 — Iron From Ice 


gemesnformer 
SILVER 


elltale Games has a knack for killing 

beloved characters, seems intent on 

delivering experiences that fluctuate 
between doom and gloom, and has no prob- 
lem feeding children to wolves. | can't think of 
a studio better fit to take on HBO's Game of 
Thrones, the popular television series based 
on George 8. R. Martin's A Song of Ice and 
Fire books. 

Telltale's first foray into this dark fantasy 
world is just as thrilling, crushing, bloody, and 
unpredictable as the studio's work on The 
Walking Dead series. In some cases it's too 
similar to the ebb and flow of that zombie 
apocalypse, but the winds of winter are 
strongly felt in this first episode, giving fans 
of Martin's work and its television adaptation 
another sliver of fiction to obsess over. 

Telltale's adaptation is a canonical part of 
HBO's series, picking up toward the end 
of the show's third season and its famed 
wedding. Many of the show's cast reprise 
their roles, such as Lena Headey as Cersei 
Lannister, Peter Dinklage as Tyrion Lannister, 
Iwan Rheon as Ramsay Snow, and Natalie 
Dormer as Margaery Tyrell. Howewver, this 
story focuses on House Forrester, a family 
that doesn't receive screen time in the tele- 
vision series, and is barely mentioned in 
the books. 

The Forresters reside in the Wolfswood in 
northern Westeros, once swearing loyalty 
to House Stark, but now stand on uncertain 
ground as the War of the Five Kings tears the 
kingdom apart. Their former allegiances bring 
trouble to their house, but their mastery of 
crafting armaments from Ironwood gives them 
leverage. In this first episode, Telltale shows 
us that this family is as troubled as the Starks 
or Lannisters. Their good intentions hold little 


] -Player Adventure Telltale Games 


weight in this world gripped by violence. 

Holding true to Telltale's most recent batch 
of games, the Forresters' actions are shaped 
largely by player choice. It only takes a few 
minutes for this family to be thrust into the 
fire, and for the player to be bombarded with 
difficult decisions to make. In the opening 
scene, Gared Tuttle, squire to Lord Forrester, 
escapes an ambush, but not without blood 
on his hands. Lord Whitehill wants his head, 
and the Forresters must decide what to do 
with him. The newly appointed lord, Ethan 
Forrester, is trusted to dole out justice or 
potentially lead his house to war. This arc is 
painted nicely, delivering the sensation that 
Ethan is standing on a flimsy house of cards, 
and one false action could topple it. 

Across the kingdom, Mira Forrester, the 
handmaiden to Lady Margery, is searching 
for ways to help brother Ethan. Her efforts 
become intertwined with the Lannisters' sinis- 
ter breed of mind games. Interacting with the 
Lannisters is every bit as tense and shocking 
as watching them in the show. Going into any 
more plot specifics would ruin the story for 
potential players, but as a Game of Thrones 
fan, | was satisfied with Telltale's addition to 
HBO's lore, and their handling of the series' 
prominent characters. 

All three of the House Forrester charac- 
ters - Gared, Ethan, and Mira - are playable 
in this episode, with more promised to be 
controllable in future installments. Character 
switches occur at the end of each act, much 
like the chapters in Martin's books. All three 
of the Forrester stories bring a multitude 
of player-made choices that either affect 
the plot or deliver the illusion that it's being 
shaped by the decisions the player makes. 
The feeling of guilt hangs heavily over much 


Telltale Games December 2 M 


of this episode - a surprising hook that 
instills the thought “| really messed up. I'll 
fix this... somehow." 

The choices are brilliantly interlaced into 
the conversations and come under the gun 
of a timer ticking away rapidly, giving the 
player little time to think things through. Most 
of the action, if it can be called that, unfolds 
in conversations. A few simplistic button- 
pressing sequences are thrown in to give the 
player a small sliver of control over the sword 
fights and sleuthing, but make no mistake: 
This game is mostly a conversation simulator, 
slightly more so than any of Telltale's other 
games. That's okay. Conversations are largely 
what A Song of Ice and Fire and Game of 
Thrones are - dialogue with the high chance 
of something horrible happening. 

Telltale echoes that narrative structure well, 
and does a nice job of creating dialogue 
for Cersei and Tyrion, but the way the story 
unfolds gives it a much different flow than 
the show. It falls more in line with Telltale's 
other games, which, despite the mature 
subject matter, are a bit cartoony, with doe- 
eyed characters delivering emotion through 
exaggerated reactions. 

Duplicating its success from The Walking 
Dead, Telltale has created an excellent new 
way for fans to enter Westeros - one that 
has a unique vibe that sets it apart from the 
books and show. The Forresters' story boils 
with intrigue in this first episode, and with 
Telltale's scribes mimicking Martin's cruel 
pen, concludes with a cliffhanger and chaos. 


This review is based on the Xbox One version of Game 
of Thrones. The game is also available on PlayStation 4, 
PlayStation 3, Xbox 360, PC, and i0S 


[ales From | ከፀ Borderlands: Episode 1 — Zero Sum 


Off to a slow start 


Style 1-Player Adventure Publisher Telltale Games Developer Telltale Games Release November 24 Rating M 
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loot collecting in Borderlands, so when 
Telltale announced it was working on 
a choice-driven adventure game set on 
Pandora, | was skeptical. While the first epi- 
sode fails to evoke the fond memories | have 
for Telltale’s superb work on The Walking 
Dead, | haven't completely abandoned hope 
for the adventure to come. 
Zero Sum stumbles out of the gate thanks 


tory has always taken a backseat to 


The Crew 


The road to nowhere 


to a forgettable first half focused on setting up 
the least interesting characters in Tales from 
the Borderlands’ cast: Rhys and his cowardly 
friend Vaughn. When the Hyperion stooge is 
screwed out of a promotion by his ruthless 
boss Vasquez, Rhys cooks up a plan to buy a 
vault key out from under him, but the adven- 
ture takes far too long to become interesting. 

The story unfolds like every Telltale game, 
minus the developer's usual charm and wit. 
Your dialogue options during the endless 
string of conversations feel forced and dull, 
the attempts at humor frequently fall flat, and 
the choices you make seem meaningless, as 
you step on the toes of the characters you're 
destined to become enemies with and get 
pushed into fights to showcase this series' 
uninspired approach to combat. 

All of the events in the first half of the epi- 
sode are retold by Rhys to a third party, which 
is by far the most engaging aspect of Tales 
from the Borderlands, as our narrator proves 
to be unreliable. Unfortunately, Rhys' humor- 
ous embellishments on past events are few 
and far between, and | found little reason to 
care about his or Vaughn's predicaments out 
of the gate. 


Thankfully, the second half constitutes a 
turning point in Zero Sum, as the narrative 
shifts to the second playable character, Fiona. 
The shrewd con artist's version of events fills 
in the narrative gaps from the first half and 
exposes Rhys as the foolish fish out of water 
that he is. Fiona, her sister Sasha, and their 
surrogate grifter father Felix are all far more 
interesting characters than Rhys or Vaughn. 
| felt invested in their personalities and spent 
much longer mulling over the decisions | made 
as Fiona. 

Zero Sum goes out on a high note, with a 
few twists and surprises that have me eager 
to see where things go next. The solid ending 
doesn't excuse the sluggish beginning, how- 
ever, and I'm still not convinced Tales from the 
Borderlands won't end up being another mid- 
dling excursion alongside Telltale's forgettable 
Jurassic Park and Back to the Future series. 
Like Zero Sum's cliffhanger ending, the future 
of Telltale's newest series is currently anyone's 
guess. » Jeff Marchiafava 


This review pertains to the PC version of Tales from the 
Borderlands. It is also available on PS4, Xbox One, PS3, 360, 
PC, and iOS 


Style 1-Player Racing (8-Player Online) Publisher Ubisoft Developer Ivory Tower/Ubisoft Reflections Release December 2 Rating T 


hat's fun about a road trip is that any- 
W thing can happen. If The Crew's vision 

of America is a giant map with the 
tantalizing open road stretching out before you 
and limitless possibilities with your friends, then 
it also suffers from the downside of a road trip. 
Sure, anything can happen - but that doesn't 
mean it will. Tedium is just as much one of the 
hallmarks of The Crew as its open world. 

You're free to explore the entire map of 
America at any time, but the world itself 
doesn't offer a lot of compelling content. You 
can roam around looking for hidden parts for 
a car you can build, but even with an online 
crew member by your side you cannot tackle 
the game's many skills challenges coopera- 
tively, interact with them in the world, nor get 
up to the kind of mischief that rewards your 
exploits or encourages impassioned explora- 
tion. In fact, the skills challenges are level 
gated, so if you trek out to the west coast 
early in the game, for example, you won't be 
able to do anything but sightsee. 

Thankfully, the game's loop of earning car 
parts, leveling up (both yourself and your 
cars), and buying different car kits (special- 
izing your car for dirt, street races, etc.) is sat- 
isfying and well balanced. You're constantly 


rewarded for completing skills challenges, 
story missions, PvP races, and other tests. 
Furthermore, the interoperability of the parts 
means nothing is wasted; duplicate parts can 
be banked for use in future cars or sold (albeit 
for a pittance). 

Given that there isn't an exceptional impetus 
to roam around in the open world with your 
crew of up to four racers, | used them more for 
help in the escape and takedown story mis- 
sions (where you all work together to damage 
out an enemy) and PvP - but it's easy to get 
smoked in this mode by much higher-level 
cars. Getting in and out of a crew is easy to 
do either with various friends or those random 


players in your immediate vicinity, but its 
convenient nature only underscores how little 
weight your crew has. You don't name it, give 
it a logo or livery, or assign any personality to 
it. You can join a faction, which serves as a 
meta-umbrella for your activities, earning more 
cash and XP, but it's not a motivating feature. 
As far as road trips go, The Crew is about 
as average as they come. There are some 
fun times, but you may be surprised to dis- 
cover that America is a pretty empty place. 
Matthew Kato 


This review pertains to the PlayStation 4 version of The Crew. 
The game is also available on Xbox One, Xbox 360, and PC 
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» Concept 

Create a two-sided tale starring 
a pair of impromptu vault 
hunters on the demented planet 
of Pandora 


» Graphics 

Borderlands' signature art 

style is well-suited to Telltale's 
talents, but the facial animations 
are more creepy than emotive 


» Sound 

Most of the voice acting is 
decent and the soundtrack fits 
well with on-screen happenings 


» Playability 

similar to Telltale's other 
offerings, quick-time events and 
clicking on things make up the 
entirety of the gameplay 


» Entertainment 

Telltale avoids a complete flop 
with a more engaging second 
half and à well-done finale 


» Replay Value 
Moderately low 


1 


PS4 * Xbox Üne 
360 * PC 


» Concept 

Race across the country to find 
your brother's killers with or 
without a crew by your side 


» Graphics 

It's not a great-looking game, 
but good enough given the 
size of the world and the fact 
that it's relatively stable 


» Sound 

The script and story are 
hackneyed, but the voice 
actors give it their all, injecting 
as much life as possible 


» Playability 

Hitting objects of various sizes 
and weights affects your car 
inconsistently. Otherwise, 

it feels like your average 
arcade racer 


» Entertainment 

I am nominally interested in all 
of The Crew’s parts, but none 
of them hold my attention 


» Replay Value 
Moderate 
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» Concept 

A high-definition version of 
the phenomenal GameCube 
remake, complete with 


updated controls and 
widescreen mode 


» Graphics 

Rare, minor clipping 
visuals don't detract 
from the presentation. 
This is still a beautiful, 
atmospheric masterpiece 


» Sound 

Listening for every zombies’ 
footfall and moan is not only 
creepy as hell, it's necessary 
for survival 


» Playability 

With the modern control 
scheme and new easy mode, 
this is now the most accessible 
entry point into the classic 

RE formula 


^ Entertainment 

One of the greatest horror 
games of all time becomes 
even better 


» Replay Value 
High 
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Resident Evil HD 


Extreme Makeover: 
spencer Mansion Edition 


Style 1-Player Action 
Publisher Capcom Developer Capcom 
Release January 20 Rating M 


DÀ GOLD 


| he PlayStation era is often criticized as a genera- 


tion that has aged poorly, thanks to muddy 3D 

visuals and controls. The 2002 GameCube remake 
of 1996's Resident Evil fixed the former, but some still 
found the infamous tank controls cumbersome. For this 
reason, some curious fans have struggled to return to 
the zombie-infested Spencer Mansion to discover the 
series' harrowing origins. This new remastered HD itera- 
tion frees the game from its sluggish shackles. 

The visuals have received an impressive overhaul, 
from the exquisitely detailed backgrounds to the 3D 
character models. Some vignettes are still grainy, like 
draining the courtyard pool or the end credits, but for 
the most part the mansion looks appropriately creepy 
and worn in. | noticed some minor graphical issues, 
like limbs or shadows clipping through bookcases or 
doors, but they're rare enough that they don't distract 
for long. 

The new widescreen view is great as well. The 
zoomed-in 16:9 perspective sacrifices some of the 
vertical screen space from the original 4:3 view, but 
at the benefit of a wider horizontal axis. The changes, 
including the camera panning, are subtle, making this 
the way | prefer to play. 

Speaking of preferred play styles, the biggest 
changes involve the new control scheme and easier 
difficulty option. The modern control scheme lets 
players to move in the direction they point the analog 
stick, opposed to the classic tank controls. The result 
is a liberating, intuitive, and immediately satisfying. 
Unfortunately, the enemy A.l. can't compensate for the 
S.T.A.R.S. team's newfound agility, trivializing some 
battles. However, the game still retains its rewarding 
difficulty when players are faced with multiple threats. 
Unfair challenges sometimes flare up due to quick 
camera-angle transitions where the view wigs out, but 
the instances are rare. 

The new controls, along with a new easy mode 
that boosts ammo and health and makes enemies 
far weaker, present the perfect jumping-on point for 
Resident Evil fans who have been hesitant to try out 
the classics that solidified the genre's legacy. Purists 
can stick to the original controls and aspect ratio, but 
| doubt I'll be going back after shedding the clunky 
mechanics. Let's hope Capcom gives the entire early 
catalog the same loving treatment. » Tim Turi 


This review pertains to the PS4 version of Resident Evil HD. It is also 
available on Xbox One, PS3, 360, and PC 


» Concept 

A continuation that builds 
off of the successes of Retro 
Evolved and Galaxies, but 
misfires frequently in its 
progression system and 
boss battles 


» Graphics 

Colorful, chaotic, and exactly 
the same as it has always 
been. The new three- 
dimensional stage designs 
up the challenge and give 
players something different 
to look at 


» Sound 

One of my favorite 
soundtracks of the year. 

The pounding beats and 
arrangements fit the mayhem 
and calm before the storm 


» Playability 

The controls feel fantastic, 
and the new power-ups open 
up strategic options, but the 
bosses don't jibe well with 
the existing formula 


» Entertainment 
Addictive in that "Just one 
more attempt" way 


» Replay Value 
High 


Geometry Wars 3: 
Dimensions 


Demanding skill 


Style 1 to 4-Player Action (4-Player Online) 
Publisher Sierra Developer Lucid Games 
Release November 26 Rating E 


twin-stick shooter that delivers a symphony of 

chaos with its vibrant explosions and incom- 
prehensible swarms of enemy ships. Holding true to 
this series' heritage, it has no sympathy for the player, 
delivering a punishing difficulty in all of its challenges. 
The game over screen can come within seconds, but 
the push to top a friend's score on the leaderboards 
makes it one of most rewarding games around in terms 
of bragging rights. 

Dimensions expands the thrills in a multitude of ways, 
the most prominent and successful being the adoption 
of multi-dimensional level designs. Most of the stages 
are three-dimensional constructs (like cubes, circles, 
and cylinders) that players freely navigate. Since you 
can't see what types of enemies are spawning on the 
dark sides of a cube, these stages add difficulty to the 
mix, creating blind spots and numerous battle surfaces 
to stay on top of. 

Unfortunately, not all of the punishing aspects of the 
new dimensional play are welcome. In this game's ver- 
sion of Adventure mode, which offers a variety of level- 
based challenges similar to the Wii's Geometry Wars: 
Galaxies, players are pushed to score well and survive 
long enough to earn stars that unlock boss battles. 

Given how difficult the stages are to begin with — 
many rank among the toughest in the series — block- 
ing player progression with this star system is an odd 
choice. Yes, pushing players to go back and play the 
same levels over and over again extends the length 
of Adventure mode, but it also forces the repetition of 
stages that are not favored or too challenging. 

The difficulty (and the pursuit of stars) ramps up the 
most in the boss battles, a first for the series. The idea 
of taking on a giant enemy ship may sound awesome 
in concept, but these fights are more strenuous than 
fun. This is especially true when attempting to net two- 
or three-star rankings, which are practically required to 
unlock the final stages. 

Developer Lucid Games has a firm handle on 
Geometry Wars' excellent twin-stick action, but some- 
times struggles to put it to good use. The star-based 
progression system is a head-scratcher of a decision, 
as it likely blocks the majority of players from game 
completion, and is strictly there to give skilled play- 
ers a real run for their money. If you're a fan of the 
leaderboard battles, this installment is worth it for 
the classic experience that is tucked off to the side, 
not for the new dimension-expanding adventure. 

Andrew Reiner 


] eometry Wars 3: Dimensions is a finely honed 


This review pertains to the Xbox One version of Geometry Wars 3. It is 
also available on PS4 and PC 


Elite: Dangerous 


Style Online Action/Simulation Publisher Frontier Developments Dev 


_ fter years of dormancy, space-combat 

/ ነ titles are flying back into the limelight. 

/ \Wing Commander's Chris Roberts is 
heading up Star Citizen, Eve Valkryie is the 
dogfighting wingman for Eve Online, and No 
Man's Sky is poised to pave the way for a 
procedurally generated universe-exploring 
experience. All of these games owe tribute to 
Elite, a classic 1984 space-sim franchise that 
is also returning after nearly 20 years. 

Elite: Dangerous launches players into an 
accurately modeled, 1:1 scale version of the 
Milky Way galaxy, where they have the oppor- 
tunity to mine resources, trade between space 
stations, dogfight with pirates, dodge inspec- 
tion crews, and freely travel to more potential 
destinations than they could realistically visit in 
a lifetime. New players are given a starter ship, 
1,000 credits, and left to their devices. The 
game doesn't hold the player's hands from the 
start, so don't begin without completing the 
tutorial modules. Even after that, your first task 
of maneuvering out of a docking bay is daunt- 
ing — probably the toughest part of Elite for the 
first several hours. Docking and undocking is 
a maneuver that crushes new players, and if 
you're playing on open-world mode, you may 
see some new players (and unlucky veterans, 
on occasion) flailing and exploding as they 
clumsily attempt to take off or dock. 

The controls are highly customizable, so you 
should get them locked down before venturing 
into the void. Elite: Dangerous is best experi- 
enced with a flight stick, but a wired Xbox 360 
controller is a decent replacement. | don't rec- 
ommend the keyboard-and-mouse setup. 

Elite: Dangerous is always online, but you 
can swap between solo, private group, and 
open-world play - a choice that determines 
what other pilots you can see. The galaxy is 
vast and open, leaving you to decide from mis- 
sions, trading/mining, or exploration as major 
activities, settling into a rhythm after just a few 
hours. Most of the prescribed missions are 
fairly generic hunt-and-kill affairs, but are still 
entertaining (if predictable). The progression is 


satisfying, but it dries up quickly. | was search- 
ing for new experiences after a day or two 

of travel in the vastness of space, especially 
since | rarely encountered other ships. When | 
did, meaningful interactions were almost non- 
existent. You're pretty much on your own, with 
your important interactions happening only 
with NPCs. 

Some greater forces are at work here in 
terms of economy and overarching universe 
faction play down the line, but at the core 
Elite: Dangerous feels more like a solo experi- 
ence than | expected, even when tons of other 
people are connected at the same time. This 
feels jarring and uncomfortable; even though 
you are impacting the greater economy and 
"story" (which is virtually nonexistent, with only 
a small blurb hinting at a future developing 
tale right now) through your actions, you don't 
run into players to run missions with or fight 


eloper Frontier Developments Release December 17 Rating T #7" Ria 


Trade, pirate, battle, and 
explore in an open-world 
space sim 

Things look crisp and clean, 
effectively relaying your journey 
through the massive galaxy 
Stock laser, warping, docking, 
and other spacey sound 
effects do an adequate job 

of immersing the player in 
the experience 


Plau 


Controls can be a daunting 
hurdle to get the hang of, but 
space exploration is easy and 
intuitive with some practice. 
Oculus Rift is supported for 
those who have the device 


Lntertainment 
Despite a solid framework for 
an incredible game, right now 


the title can feel barren and 


against. Space is lonely, and solo play gets lacking in variety 
stale before long. Replay Value 
However you choose to interact with the Moderate 


galaxy, run-ins that require combat are bound 
to arise. These battles are mostly fun, and 
there are a solid number of options and craft 
to upgrade your ship to perform better in these 
circumstances, from special weapons to ships 
more suited to battles over hauling goods. 


Outgunned ships 


can play hide-and-seek 


using heat signatures. Fights can be intense 


as you manage a 


hail of lasers and missiles 


and dynamically shift your power allocations 
during battle to core systems like shields, 
weapons, and engines to squeak out a win 
(or a getaway). Acquiring enough currency for 
a spiffy new ship isn't difficult, and it can be 
tailored to your preferred activities. If you lose 
your ship to pirates or a landing mishap, you're 
able to restore it for a price. Failing that, you 
can always default to the basic Sidewinder or 
delete your play file completely and start over. 
Elite: Dangerous has a lot of quality single- 
player systems in place, even if the optional 
multiplayer aspects don't quite coalesce. If 
repetition doesn't bother you, and you don't 
mind your journey in space being mostly soli- 
tary, you are in for a much better time than a 
player expecting to find intelligent life in the 
universe. Even then, it feels markedly barren 
right now in terms of gameplay. The core 
mechanics work well, but after you begin to 
experience the same missions with almost no 
interactions with other players, you start to 


Crave more. 


As Elite: Dangerous is continually updated, 
I'm hoping we get a better sense of the 
overarching story and our participation in it, 
more opportunities to have an impact in the 
enormous open world, and more chances to 
participate in activities with fellow pilots and 


pirates. 


t 
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» Concept 

War is raging. With a team of 
civilians, attempt to survive 
the harsh realities of a war- 
torn world 


» Graphics 

Grim black and white tones 
set the stage and complement 
the journey well 


» Sound 

Plain sound effects that don't 
really lend anything to the 
gameplay, but a somber and 
appropriate score enhances 
the experience 


» Playability 

While there's no real tutorial 
or quide, your first game 
teaches you the ropes, with 
each subsequent attempt 
offering a bit more education 


» Entertainment 

Effectively delivers a strong 
message about the depressing 
reality of war, eschewing 
classic soldier or commander 
glorification that permeates 
many games. An emotional, 
impactful journey, even if 

the gameplay elements are 
somewhat simple 


» Replay Value 
Moderate 
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» Concept 

A first-person puzzle game 
where players explore a ruined 
world, using sci-fi technology to 
unlock gates and dream about 
the existence of humanity 


» Graphics 

It doesn't push any boundaries 
with its generic art style, but the 
graphics aren't appalling 


» Sound 

This soft, sometimes melancholy 
soundtrack isn't very catchy, but 
it helps set the mood 


» Playability 

The Talos Principle doesn't 
require any complicated input 
combos or twitch reactions, 

but some of the puzzles will 
challenge your problem-solving 
skills 


» Entertainment 

If you love brainteasers and 
philosophy, then The Talos 
Principle is better than a night 
at the movies 


» Replay Value 
Moderate 


94 reviews 


This War Of Mine 


Despondent days, nihilistic nights 


unfamiliar role in the war game, controlling 

a small team of survivors in a war-ravaged 
cityscape. You don't assume the role of a fear- 
less commando in first-person, or manage 
troops in a real-time strategy setting; the goal 
here is simply survival at any cost in a broken 
down house. The experience is surreal, sit- 
ting at your comfortable PC and watching as 
your team struggles to eat, rest, stay healthy, 
and stave off crippling depression in a world 
without morals. 

The core gameplay loop is simple, a rough 
cut that feels a lot like other survival games 
such as Don't Starve or Minecraft. You build 
essential tools to help you out around the 
house (like stoves, raincatchers, and beds), 
and advance your crafting tables to facilitate 
your goals. You also have to make functional 


| his War of Mine places the player in an 


Style 1-Player Survival Publisher 11 Bit Studios Developer 11 Bit Studios Release Nov 14 Rating NR 


tools - weapons, crowbars, lockpicks - to help 
with your scavenging. During the day, you're 
managing the status of your three survivors, 

a sort of dark Tamagotchi system where you 
juggle sickness, wounds, exhaustion, and 
depression. The loop is fun at first, but quickly 
becomes a repetitive, monotonous chore as 
you discover how to play, the day function- 

ing as filler content while you wait for evening 
to approach. 

These scavenging missions make up the 
meat of the game outside the sim-warehouse, 
as you encounter snipers, gangs, and other 
desperate people trying to survive. Using 
stealth, you can avoid some of these encoun- 
ters, but not all of them, so you want to have 
a weapon on hand. These interactions often 
include decisions that will make you feel 
bad about yourself, delivering the constant 


[he Talos Principle 


Exploring existential problems 


E GOLD 


hile you could argue that all narratives 
W strive to deliver some kind of moral, 
social, or psychological message, most 

games are more concerned with empowering 
the player or delivering an awe-inspiring spec- 
tacle than they are communicating any mean- 
ingful message. The Talos Principle, on the 
other hand, is a piece of art that manages to 
entertain while it challenges you to think intro- 
spectively about the world and your place in it. 

Players are dropped into a desolate jungle 
filled with Grecian ruins. A disembodied voice 
called Elohim claims to be your maker, and 
encourages you to explore the world and con- 
quer his challenges. As you journey deeper 
into the game, it becomes clear that this world 
isn't natural. Sections of the environment occa- 
sionally stutter in a flash of static. Meanwhile, 
a scattering of computer terminals allows you 
to converse with a library-assistant A.l. that 
challenges you to explain various philosophical 
interests. This peaceful, yet slightly haunting 
atmosphere encourages you to dive deeper as 
you slowly uncover a complex but sad story 
about the end of human civilization and the 
grueling work to preserve history. 

Dispersed between these interactions are 
a series of puzzles that have you collecting 


message that when survival is on the line, 
humanity is at its worst. 

If you can take all the messages and empa- 
thy out of This War of Mine, then it boils down 
to a rather simplistic survival experience 
that takes around 40 to 50 in-game days to 
complete. | wasn't expecting to embrace the 
empathy aspects or some profound message 
on war, but after a few games, | was drained of 
any desire to switch to another title and rack 
up a kill count. It's a fairly depressing experi- 
ence, but | absolutely respect the title's ability 
to impact me in ways that games generally 
don't. I'd recommend this game to anyone 
looking for an experience that's far outside the 
norm of what we expect when we pick up and 
play a new title. You may not enjoy playing This 
War of Mine in the traditional sense, but | think 
that's the point. » Daniel Tack 


Style 1-Player Adventure Publisher Devolver Digital Developer Croteam Release December 11 Rating NR 


tetromino-shaped sigils to unlock doors to 
new areas full of environmental puzzles. These 
puzzles start out simple, requiring you to 
dodge exploding droids and sneak past turret 
guns, but Talos fires a steady stream of new 
puzzle elements that keep each brainteaser 
fresh and exciting. As the game evolves, the 
puzzle difficulty escalates, but | only occasion- 
ally felt stumped or frustrated. Even the most 
elaborate tasks eventually melted into reward- 
ing solutions as | juggled all of my tools, using 
each one for multiple tasks. 

Unfortunately, The Talos Principle also falls 
back on a block-manipulation puzzle that has 


~~ 


you placing tetrominos into a rectangular pat- 
tern in order to unlock each new area of the 
game. Some players might dig this element, 
but | felt it a little too repetitive and | was 
always eager to skip past these sections to 
the next set of environmental challenges. 

The Talos Principle is an engaging puzzle 
experience that will take you over a dozen 
hours to complete, and then leave you pon- 
dering some of life's greatest mysteries for 
weeks. You might not be able to solve the 
nature of humanity, but the rest of the puzzles 
will leave you feeling brilliant enough to try. 

Ben Reeves 
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Hearthstone: Goblins Vs. Gnomes 


n gere for rar gare former 
P GOLD E Game MONTH 


Style 1-Player Strategy (2-Player Online) Publisher Blizzard De 


f «X oblins vs. Gnomes is Hearthstone's first 

| “ግ real expansion, though the single-player 
\_A Naxxramas adventure provided a taste of 
what adding cards to the roster can do. With 
over 120 new cards to play with, the expansion 
embraces the chaotic nature of goblins and the 
tinkering tactics of gnomes, along with adding 
some flavorful new legendaries. Many of the 
elements in this expansion embrace random 
effects, but don't detract from the skill-based 
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DEGREE PROGRAMS IN: 


Game Art 


Game Development 


Game Design 


veloper Blizzard 
Release December 8 Ratin g 12+ 


elements; Goblins vs. Gnomes is all about con- 
trolling the chaos you're dealt. 

With mechs as the new minion type, players 
are rushing to tinker with decks based on these 
mechanical monsters. Pirate-based decks 
have a new set of options to make them more 
viable. Each class has new toys to play with to 
take advantage of our new mechanized infan- 
try, but some of the most interesting gameplay 
is happening with a new set of cards embrac- 
ing randomness. 

Piloted mech cards that shoot out everything 
from a random two-cost minion to a random 
legendary create new situations that force 
players to adapt on the fly. This creates a lot 
of questions, because the difference between 
popping out a Dire Wolf Alpha or a Doomsayer 
can drastically change the layout of any board. 
Other cards, like the Mage's Unstable Portal, 
can draw in any minion at a reduced price, 
leading to a lot of potential value — but you 
never know exactly what's going to come 
through. While it's easy to dismiss these new 
cards as just random fun, count on highly 
skilled players taking advantage of them to 
get great cards on the table for cheap, even 
if they're not sure what those cards are. 


3300 University Boulevard * Winter Park, FL 


Financial aid available for those who qualify * Career development assistance * 


Accredited University, ACCSC 


To view detailed information regarding tuition, student outcomes, and related statistics, please visit fullsail. edu/outcomes-and-statistics 


Controlling the chaos and getting the most out 
of the random cards is crucial toward creating 
consistent wins. 

Another new mechanic is an assortment of 
ogre minions that are powerful for their cast- 
ing cost, but rather dim-witted when it comes 
to obeying commands. These minions have a 
50 percent chance to attack the wrong enemy 
when you issue an attack order, an ability that 
seems like a pure drawback in exchange for 
their powerful frames. In practice, this dis- 
advantage can be a subtle boon in the right 
situation, as your sometimes-confused ogres 
can use the ability to bypass opposing minions 
with taunt and even hit otherwise untouchable 
stealthed minions. 

All of the new cards are legal in casual and 
competitive constructed play, and appear in 
Arena as well. They can be crafted with dust 
in the same fashion as all cards in the normal 
set, for both standard and golden versions at 
the same pricing as the original set. The first 
expansion set for Hearthstone is a major step 
forward for the already accessible and fun 
game, and | hope to see even more variety as 
we move past Goblins vs. Gnomes into the 
future of the digital card game. » Daniel Tack 


800.226.7625 
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PG * IUS 


Add a variety of new cards and 
mechanics to the existing game 
Cool artwork for new mechs, 
pirates, and legends from the 
Warcraft universe 


Appropriate new sound 
effects accompany the added 
characters and cards 

» Playability 

Hearthstone remains the most 
accessible entry point to the 
world of digital collectible 
card games 


The new cards are a blast. If 
you already like Hearthstone, 
your experience will be 
enhanced. If you haven't tried 
it yet, you don't need any 
special knowledge to enjoy the 
new options 


Replay Value 
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and documentary-style experience that holds up under multiple ቋሆ- 
clips. In those areas, the ficulty settings and supports a variety of play 
experience is educational strategies. However, unlike the second entry, 
and interesting. When it Origins does little to advance the broader game 
comes to being a fun puzzle/ experience. — Matt Miller 
platformer, Never Alone can't 
make the grade. 
— Joe Juba 
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Evil Within, The 9 Dec-14 
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Fenix Rage 6.5 Nov-14 Azure Striker Gunvolt B Nov-14 
FIFA 15 9.25 Nov-14 Fantasy Life 6 Dec-14 
Gauntlet 7 Dec-14 Persona Q: Shadow 
Golf Club, The 8 Oct-14 of the Labyrinth 9 Jan-15 
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ribute To Ralph Baer, 


‘he Father Of Video Games 


by Leonard Herman, Video Game Historian 


uring the Passover 
holiday, Jews around 
the world sing a song 
"Dayenu," which trans- 
lates roughly to "that 
would have been enough 
for us," that celebrates the 
numerous gifts that God 
gave the ancient Jews during their exodus 
from Egypt. But if he only gave them one gift, 
it would have been enough. That word best 
summarizes Ralph H. Baer's achievements. If 
all Baer had done was invent the home video 
game console...dayenu. 

The analogy is apt because Baer, who died 
at the age of 92 on December 6, 2014, did 
much more than invent the video game. He 
was an engineer who looked at things with 
a visionary's eyes and conceived ways to 
improve them. Take Touch Me, a non-video 
arcade game from Atari that Baer spotted at 
an arcade trade show in 1974. The machine 
had four buttons and four corresponding lights 
that randomly blinked. The player had to press 
the buttons in the order that the lights blinked. 
Baer felt that the game would have potential if 
four different tones sounded along each light. 
Thus, Simon was born in 1978 and went on 
to become one of the most popular electronic 
toys of all time. 

Baer's inventions ran the gamut from a high- 
voltage insulation tester for Navy aircraft and 
LCD panels for helicopters to consumer prod- 
ucts such as talking doormats and musical 
greeting cards. Sometimes, to his dismay, a 


finished product didn't turn out the way he 
wanted. In 2000, Baer conceived a line of 
"talking tools" that were supposed to teach 
children how to use them. The Talking Tape 
Measure, for example, verbalized the distance 
that the tape was measuring. Hasbro licensed 
the line and released them as toy tools that 
spoke (“I'm a hammer!") but offered no 
educational value. 


Baer continued to tinker long after he retired. 


But he was dismayed about how impersonal 
the industry had become. He disliked having 
to present products to 24-year-olds in suits 
who didn't do their homework and had no 
idea who he was. A cool and unique toy GPS 
system that he designed for kids was rejected 
because it didn't have a storyline to go with it. 

Despite that, Baer was a humble man who 
had never desired to be a household name. 
He was of the old school that believed that 
the customer was king. In his world, Atari 
was his customer since it was a licensee 
of Magnavox. Therefore, if a particular cus- 
tomer - Atari's Nolan Bushnell - wanted to 
proclaim to the world that he invented video 
games, Baer quietly sat on the sidelines 
and let him, knowing that it was just part of 
doing business. 

But one can only keep their modesty in for 
so long. When the former "customer" went out 
of his way not to credit Baer for his innova- 
tions, Baer began to get somewhat annoyed. 

| first met Ralph Baer when he invited me 
to visit him in 1998. This began a fruitful 
friendship that | shared with both him and his 
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dear wife, Dena, who died in 2006. By this 
time, his name was no longer in the news 
and his involvement in the development of 
the first video game was nearly forgotten. 
Upon learning that | was visiting Ralph, my 
editor at Electronic Gaming Monthly, then the 
world's premier game magazine, asked me 
to write an article about him. The trip actually 
formed the basis of two articles. "The Electric 
Gamemaker” was published in the May 1999 
issue of Games and it focused on Ralph's 
non-videogame-related creations such as 
Simon and Computer Perfection. But it was 
the seven-page “The Baer Essentials," which 
was featured in the January 2000 edition of 
EGM, that really caught the attention of thou- 
sands of people in the industry who hadn't 
been aware of him and his achievements. 

A few years after the piece was published, 
Ralph remarked to me that it had been one of 
the best articles ever written about him. And 
although | cannot say whether the article had 
anything to do with it or not, he also credited 
it to the new-found fame he began receiving 
after it was published. Soon he was making 
appearances at the American Computer & 
Robotics Museum in Bozeman, Montana, and 
the Computerspiele and Nixdorf Museums in 
Germany, a country that he swore he would 
never return to after being persecuted by 
the Nazis in the '30s. But he did return and 
was treated like royalty. And he was treated 
the same way in the United States when the 
Smithsonian accepted most of his copious 
notes along with the original “Brown Box," 
the prototype for the Magnavox Odyssey. So 
popular was the Brown Box, that Ralph made 
two dozen replicas so other museums around 
the world could have them on display. 

And then the accolades followed. He was 
inducted into the United State's Patent 
and Trademark Inventors Hall of Fame. He 
received a multitude of awards including the 
IEEE's Ibuka Masura Consumer Electronics 
Award for contributions to consumer elec- 
tronics technology and the Edison Awards 
that honor innovation, and excellence in the 
development, marketing, and launch of new 
products. But nothing could come close to the 
National Medal of Technology that he received 
from President George W. Bush at a White 
House ceremony in February 2006. After that, 
there was no longer any doubt regarding 
Ralph Baer's many accomplishments. 

In July 2015, the Smithsonian will unveil a 
special exhibit honoring inventors, and por- 
tions of Ralph's original lab will be on display 
along with his prized Brown Box. On my last 
visit with him in June 2014, Ralph told me that 
he hoped to see it. Unfortunately, two months 
later as he became sicker and more tired, he 
told me on the phone that he doubted if he 
would live long enough to see the exhibit. It 
pained me, because it was the first time | ever 
heard him being negative. But he was a real- 
ist. He was happiest when he was working on 
new projects and he was blessed with a mind 
that remained sharp until the end. | will miss 
him terribly. 

Ralph Baer was my idol, my inspiration, my 
mentor, and my "surrogate" father. But even 
had he just been my friend...dayenu. 


Leonard Herman is a longtime video game journalist and the 
author of the video game history book Phoenix: The Fall & 
Rise of Videogames 
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